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Abstract  

Title:   The Main Stressors of Female Ice Hockey Players and Training Strategies 

Throughout the Hockey Season 

Objectives: The thesis concerns the main stressors of female ice hockey players, their 

mental preparation (hereinafter MP) and coping strategies used throughout the hockey 

season. Other factors like age, experience with mental training (hereinafter MT), or 

playerôs category will be considered. Moreover, coaches involved in womenôs hockey 

responded to questions regarding their trusteesô mental health and what they do to support 

them.  The purpose of the research was to map out the current situation in womenôs 

hockey, summarize the up-to-date literature findings and generate comparison of these 

two. 

Methods: The data collection took place from August 2024 till January 2025. 

Electronic questionnaires were used, including both Czech and English version, to reach 

greater number of players. The criteria for participation were adult females 

who are currently active hockey players. Over 120 players were addressed 

and 72 responses for the initial questionnaire were received. Further, other 2 follow-up 

questionnaires were sent out to the players, first in October 2024, second 

in December 2024. Significant drop-off  of respondents decided an early termination of 

the research. The questionnaire for the coaches had a small return rate. Lastly, individual 

interviews were conducted in January 2025 with 8 players, to gain knowledge on what 

are commonly used coping strategies by the players. The data were analyzed in Microsoft 

Excel and R statistical software.  

Results: The results show a greater number of Czech female ice hockey players 

(68.75%) are involved in MP compared to international players (37.5%). A statistically 

significant, weak positive correlation was found between playersô competition level and 

MT experience (rho = 0.27, p = 0.0225). The most frequent stressor among female hockey 

players is an injury. The commonly used, effective coping strategies are visualization, 

breathing exercises, focus shifting, or emotional support. Moreover, main stressors 

differed based on age and player category. 

Keywords:  stress, stressors, coping strategies, female athletes and stress, ice hockey, 

mental training 



 

 

  



 

Abstrakt  

N§zev: Hlavn² stresory hokejovĨch hr§ļek a tr®ninkov® strategie v prŢbŊhu 

hokejov® sez·ny 

C²le:  Tato pr§ce se zabĨv§ hlavn²mi stresory ģenskĨch hokejovĨch hr§ļek, 

jejich ment§ln² pŚ²pravou (d§le jen MP), a copingovĨmi strategiemi, kter® pouģ²vaj² 

v prŢbŊhu sez·ny. ZohlednŊny jsou tak® dalġ² faktory, jako je vŊk, zkuġenost s ment§ln²m 

tr®ninkem (d§le jen MT), ļi hr§ļsk§ kategorie. Mimo jin®, dotazov§ni budou tak® tren®Śi 

zabĨvaj²c² se ģenskĨm hokejem. Ti budou t§z§ni, zda zohledŔuj² ment§ln² zdrav² svĨch 

hr§ļek a jakĨm zpŢsobme sv® svŊŚenkynŊ podporuj². C²lem t®to pr§ce je zmapovat 

souļasnou situaci v ģensk®m hokeji, shrnout aktu§ln² poznatky z literatury a tyto vĨstupy 

mezi sebou porovnat. 

Metody: SbŊr dat probŊhnul od srpna 2024 do ledna 2025. Pouģit byl elektronickĨ 

dotazn²k v ļesk® i anglick® verzi, za ¼ļelem oslovit co nejvŊtġ² mnoģstv² hr§ļek. Krit®ria 

pro ¼ļast ve vĨzkumu byla plnolet§ ģena, kter§ aktu§lnŊ aktivnŊ hraje ledn² hokej. 

Vstupn² dotazn²k byl rozesl§n pŚes 120 hr§ļk§m, na nŊhoģ odpovŊdŊlo 72 hr§ļek. D§le 

byly v Ś²jnu a v prosinci roku 2024 rozesl§ny 2 navazuj²c² dotazn²ky. Z dŢvodŢ 

vĨznamn®ho ¼padku respondentŢ byl vĨzkum pŚedļasnŊ ukonļen.  Dotazn²k pro tren®ry 

mŊl velmi n²zkou n§vratnost. V neposledn² ŚadŊ byly v lednu 2025 provedeny 

individu§ln² rozhovory s 8 hr§ļkami. C²lem rozhovorŢ bylo z²skat lepġ² povŊdom² o ļasto 

pouģ²vanĨch copingovĨch strategi² hr§ļkami ledn²ho hokeje. Data byly zpracov§na a 

analyzov§na v Microsoft Excel a statistick®m softwaru R.  

VĨsledky: VĨsledky vĨzkumu ukazuj², ģe vŊtġ² mnoģstv² ļeskĨch hr§ļek (68.75 %) 

zahrnuj² ment§ln² pŚ²pravu, oproti mezin§rodn²m hr§ļk§m (37.5 %). Statisticky 

vĨznamn§, slabŊ pozitivn² korelace mezi soutŊģn² ¼rovn² hr§ļek a jejich zkuġenost² 

s ment§ln²m tr®ninkem (rho = 0.27, p = 0.0225). NejļastŊjġ²m stresorem oznaļenĨm 

hr§ļkami ledn²ho hokeje je zranŊn². K ļastĨm a efektivn²m copinogvĨm strategi²m patŚ² 

vizualizace, dechov§ cviļen², pŚesun pozornosti, ļi emocion§ln² podopora. V neposledn² 

ŚadŊ, hlavn² stresory se u hr§ļek liġily na z§kladŊ jejich vŊku a do jak® hr§ļsk® kategorie 

patŚ². 

Kl²ļov§ slova: stres, stresory, copingov® strategie, sportovkynŊ a stres, ledn² hokej, 

ment§ln² tr®nink 
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1  Introduction  

Reasoning for the topic selection is based on personal experiences. Many 

female athletes grow up playing with their male counterparts, where they might 

experience omission from the group. This feeling of not fitting in can result from 

the physiological as well as mental differences. However, even when girls or young 

women end up on the same team, there are still large discrepancies in their 

experiences. Therefore, it might still seem as nobody can fully understand what 

exactly they are going through. The emphasis on individual approach in exercise 

science is the one hidden purpose of this paper. If there should be any key takeaway, 

it is to treat every individual as their own being and consider their needs 

and feelings, despite them being part of a team. 

Ice hockey is one of the fastest team sports in the world, demanding rapid 

decision-making, exceptional communication, and seamless cooperation among 

teammates. The fast pace and high stakes of the game create not only physical 

challenges but also intense mental pressure. The team dynamic in ice hockey 

is a crucial factor differentiating it from individual sports, offering both inclusion 

and stressful experiences. While being part of a team fosters a sense of belonging, 

shared responsibility, and emotional support. It also introduces stressors such 

as interpersonal conflicts, competition for playing time, and peer pressure. 

Although research suggests that student-athletes do not experience higher 

stress levels than non-athletes, studies highlight gender-specific differences in how 

stress is perceived and managed (Graves et al. 2021; Nuetzel 2023; Sauers et al. 

2022). Nuetzel (2023) found that female athletes perceive stressful situations as 

more negative and experience strong feelings of tension and worry. Furthermore, 

Sauers and colleagues (2022) reported that female university athletes perceive 

higher levels of stress compared to their male counterparts. Women frequently 

report symptoms of anxiety, depression, and eating disorders, whereas men more 

often exhibit alcohol or substance abuse and gambling tendencies (Kew et al.  

2025). 
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Research further supports the notion of gender-specific differences in stress 

perception and coping mechanisms. Female athletes often report higher stress 

intensity and tend to use emotion-focused coping mechanisms more frequently than 

males. For example, women are more likely to seek social support and engage 

in self-distraction, while men favor problem-focused coping strategies (Anshel, 

Sutarso, Jubenville 2009). Furthermore, studies indicate that female athletes 

experience greater stress related to coach interactions and often rely on avoidance-

cognitive coping styles (Graves et al. 2021). 

The perception of stress and dealing with it are diverse, even among 

coaches. A study by Rima and colleagues (2019) validates that based on sex, 

different communication styles and personal relationships are fostered. 

For example, male coaches are ñmore straightforward without adding emotional 

contextò, whereas their female counterparts are ñmore encouraging 

and motivationalò (Rima et al. 2019). Each athlete has an individual preference 

and responds better to certain coaching style. However, these findings highlight 

the importance of developing gender-specific MP and stress management strategies 

that address the unique psychological demands of female athletes.   
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2  Theoretical background  

2.1 Stress 

2.1.1  Etymology  

The word stress comes from English, most likely derived from the word 

ñdistressò, which means ñhardship, adversity, affliction or sufferingò (OED 2024). 

Simultaneously, the Latin word stringere, described as òto draw tight, bind, or 

compressò brings the idea of tension or tightness, perhaps closer in meaning to the  

definition of stress in physics (KŚivohlavĨ 1994). Before the term was used in the 

field of psychology, stress was commonly referred to in terms of physical or 

mechanical tension. With the increased research in medicine and psychology, the 

psychological stress we know now has broadened its usage. Some researchers claim 

that the term has become vague and excessively used to the point where stress can 

mean anything. Therefore, a single definition is nearly impossible (Kebza 2005; 

Myslivecek 2015; Vingerhoets, Perski 2000). Even the man who is thought to be 

the pioneer in stress research, Hans Seyle, regrets the expansion of this term, as it 

is inappropriately selected (Myslivecek 2015). 

2.1.2  History  

The history of stress definition goes all the way back to the 20ôs of the 

20th century. Walter Cannon, an American physiologist, described the ñfight or 

flightò response. This ingrained survival mechanism is a human's reaction to a 

threat or a dangerous situation (KŚivohlavĨ 1994). Further, his research shows that 

stress causes the activation of the sympathetic nervous system (hereinafter SNS) 

and the release of adrenalin, noradrenalin, and cortisol (McCarty 2016). These 

so-called stress hormones allow the human body for a rapid as well as long-term 

response to the threat in question. Hans Selye  (1974), a Canadian endocrinologist 

and Cannonôs contemporary, describes stress as ñunspecific physiological response 

which is induced by increased demands of the organismò.  Moreover, he introduced 

the term General Adaptation Syndrome (hereinafter GAS) describing the 
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organismôs ability to ñadapt themselves to the changes in their surroundingsò 

(Selye 1950). 

Whereas Selyeôs perspective on stress was based in physiology 

and hormonal changes, during the 50ôs of the 20th century, the focus has shifted 

towards psychological and emotional stress. Large contribution to this shift was 

made by Richard Lazarus and Susane Folkman (1984) with introduction of the 

cognitive appraisal and distinction between problem-focused and emotion-focused 

coping strategies. Fast forward to the 90ôs of the 20th century, stress is 

a multifaceted concept comprising of biological, social, and psychological notions. 

More attention is drawn to the phenomenon of chronic stress and its negative effects 

on human health (cardiovascular disease, mental health disorder, immune 

dysfunction) (Yu, Joh, Woo 2022; Iqbal et al. 2024; Montgomery, Gouvea 2024).  

Which brings us to the current definitions of stress. According to the World 

Health Organization (hereinafter WHO) stress is a ñstate of worry or mental tension 

caused by a difficult situationò (WHO 2023). Nowadays, we see stress as 

a multidimensional concept (Nater 2018). Its effect on an individual is determined 

by the complex interaction of several mediators for example social capital, coping 

strategies or personality traits (Rogowska, Ochnik, KuŜnierz 2022; Yu, Joh, Woo 

2022). 

2.1.3  Terminology  

To grasp a better understanding of stress, few terms should be introduced. 

Firstly, we know that stress pushes our body out of balance (homeostasis). Human 

bodyôs ability to adjust through change and regain stability is described 

as ñallostasisò (Myslivecek 2015). In other words, allostasis is a process that 

actively adapts to the body's demands in order to deal with stress. An example 

of that could be increasing the heart rate and releasing cortisol when we did not buy 

a ticket and the controller on the bus is right next to us. Further, the allostatic system 

can experience an overload with prolonged chronic stress. This can lead to several 

health problems such as hypertension, diabetes, cancer or cardiovascular disease 

(Kudielka, Kirschbaum 2005). 
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We distinguish two basic stress types; acute and chronic. Acute stress 

is understood as short-term response to disturbing stimuli. On the other hand, 

chronic stress endures over a longer time period, creating continuous strain on the 

organism. There is a risk of serious health consequences in case of an 

inappropriately prolonged stress strain. Nowadays, the great volume of research 

concerning negative effects of chronic stress on human health ensures WHOôs 

attention to this issue. Hans Seyle has also introduced the terms eustress and 

distress. The positive stress (eustress) motivates and enhances our performance, 

whereas the negative stress (distress) deteriorates it (Selye 1950). Two more terms 

in relation to stress were developed, to better describe the intensity or quantity 

of stress; hyperstress and hypostress. Hyperstress is a form of distress that is 

overwhelmingly massive, pushing the organism to its limits. Hypostress describes 

lack of stress causing apathy and lack of motivation (KŚivohlavĨ 1994). 

2.2 Stressors and stress response  

2.2.1  Defining a stressor  

Wheaton and Montazer (2010) argue that ñit is more important to define 

stressors than even to define stress.ò Though there are several definitions, they all 

seem to capture the same notion in a slightly different way. Hans Selye, the pioneer 

of stress research, defines stressors as ñexternal agents or conditions that produce 

stress in an organismò (Selye 1950). Further, Lazarus and Folkman expanded on 

Selyeôs definition, saying that a stressor is ña demanding or threatening external 

situation that an individual appraises as exceeding their personal coping 

resourcesò (Lazarus, Folkman 1984). This definition suggests that it also depends 

on an individualôs perception of the given situation. Cox (1980) built on these 

previous definitions and came up with his own: ñstressors are stimuli or conditions 

in the environment that are perceived as threatening, challenging, or demanding, 

which may lead to psychological or physiological strain.ò His view on stressors is 

based in the concept of organizational stress. 
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2.2.2  Classification  

Stressors are divided into three types: major changes (common to a big 

number of people), ñmajor changes affecting one or a few persons; and daily 

hasslesò (Lazarus, Folkman 1984). In general, we classify stressors into 

physiological and psychological (Kov§cs, Mikl·s, Bali 2005). Physiological stress 

can be understood as stress due to ñinfection, starvation, trauma, dehydration, 

exercise, heat, cold, and metabolic stressò as well as injury or sleep deprivation 

(Haas et al. 2022). On the other hand, examples of the psychological stress are 

public speaking, unemployment or death in family, generally speaking (Haas et al. 

2022). If looking at athletes, some of the psychological stressors relating to 

competition are pressure to perform, performance expectations, 

or self-presentation (Sarkar, Fletcher 2014). Further, the overlap of certain 

components makes it hard to distinguish to which category they belong to. 

Therefore, we should always keep in mind the interplay of physiological and 

psychological components of stressors. Ultimately, the accumulation of stress 

caused by psychological and physical stressors in the sport environment (both 

training and competition) can deteriorate an athleteôs capacity for a positive 

adaptation  (Barczak-Scarboro et al. 2024).  

Similar to stress itself, stressors can be acute or chronic, internal or external, 

and depending on our perception differ in controllability and intensity. Further, 

stressors are subjective to each person, and the response can therefore vary largely, 

depending on the individual. Lazarus and Folkman (1984) nicely explain how the 

stressorôs effect on oneôs body correlates with the internal and external 

environment, as well as timing of its occurrence. Even though we can distinguish 

physical and psychological stressors (BartŢŔkov§ 2010) , we simply cannot 

separate the somatic part of human beings from the mental part in real life. 

For example, if we experience physical stressor in the form of an injury, 

simultaneously, it affects our psychological component (Hoġek 1997). It is also 

essential to know that no stressor affects the human body in one mode only, 

meaning that a single stressor usually has an impact on multiple body systems 

(Myslivecek 2015). 
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2.2.2.1 Classification by Arnold & Fletcher  

For the purposes of this paper, the distinction of stressors by Arnold and 

Fletcher (2012) will be used. They have synthesized research on stressors 

experienced by athletes. Even though their focus was on the organizational 

stressors, it is believed that their taxonomy can be used for stressors encountered 

by sport performers in general. According to their classification, there are four 

categories of stressors; leadership & personnel issues, cultural & team issues, 

logistical & environmental issues, and performance & personal issues (Arnold, 

Fletcher 2012). As the fourth categoryôs definition was too vague, added were 

4 sub-groups to accurately differentiate the stressors. Therefore, the category 

performance & personal issues covers performance-specific, physical, 

psychological, and personal issues.  

2.2.3  Stress response 

Stress response is a complex physiological response of the body 

to the stimuli, which somehow disturbed homeostasis (Chu et al. 2025). 

This response can have a positive (eustress) or negative (distress) impact on our 

body. The stress response activates the SNS as well as the 

hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (hereinafter HPA) axis. The HPA axis is one of the 

essential regulatory mechanisms, allowing the body to react to the occurring 

stressor/s (Smith, Vale 2006). This system creates a connection between the central 

nervous system (CNS) and the hormonal system (Kudielka, Kirschbaum 2005).  

The HPA consists of three organs, giving out the sequence and cooperation of; 

hypothalamus, pituitary gland and adrenal gland.  

ǒ Hypothalamus - secretion of corticotropin-releasing hormone (CRH) 

ǒ Pituitary gland - reaction to CRH releases adrenocorticotropic hormone 

(ACTH), which interpenetrate to adrenal gland 

ǒ Adrenal gland - response to ACTH, releases stress hormones (cortisol) 
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Graph 1 ï General adaptation syndrome (taken over from Psychology: Core Concepts, 

8th edition, Zimbardo, Johnson, McCann 2017) 

As mentioned previously, Selye (1950) defined the GAS, which includes 3 phases; 

alarm reaction, resistance phase and exhaustion phase (see Graph 1). 

Alarm reaction: Initial occurrence of the stressor, followed by increase in 

SNS activity and secretion of stress hormones. 

 Resistance: Coping with the stressor. 

 Exhaustion: Bodyôs inability to further resist chronic stress. 

The key tenet of GAS is to understand the adaptation energy living organisms 

possess. Selye (1950) points out that our adaptability is ña finite quantityò and the 

extent of it seems to ñlargely depend upon genetic factorsò. Moreover, the basic 

patterns in which we react to stressful situations are repetitive, disregarding the 

stressor causing the stress. Changes to these patterns result in maladaptive response, 

in other words, ineffective adaptation. Therefore, overload of stress can endanger 

our lives, ñunless it is met by adequate adaptive responseò (Selye 1950). 

2.2.4  Stress in athletes  

According to the World Health Organization (WHO 2024), physical activity 

ñprovides significant physical and mental health benefitsò along with promoting 

prevention by reducing symptoms of anxiety and depression. Number 

of publications suggest sport as a form of coping with or managing stress (Jain, 

Anand 2022; Wang 2024). For recreational athletes, physical activity often serves 

as an effective stress-coping strategy, providing an outlet for mental relaxation, 

social interaction, and emotional relief (Jain, Anand 2022). With that being said, 

this does not always apply to all athletes. As we experience stressful situations 

on a daily basis, a sport environment is not an exception to creating psychological 

strain. On the contrary, physical activity can greatly contribute to accumulation 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?8kH7zS
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of stress, especially in high-level athletes (Nicholls et al. 2007). The demands 

of competition, performance expectations, and rigorous training schedules often 

lead to increased anxiety, burnout, and mental fatigue  (Grzelak, Langner 2024; 

Gustafsson, Kenttª, Hassm®n 2011). Studies have shown that elite female athletes, 

including ice hockey players, frequently experience sleep difficulties, anxiety, 

and depression due to the pressures of their sport (Johansson et al. 2023). 

As mentioned previously, each person experiences stressful situations 

differently, therefore, it is essential to keep in mind individual approaches for each 

athlete. There are differences between coping strategies of individual sport and 

team sport athletes (Johnson 1997). Johnson in his research compared 

non-injured and injured athletes and how they deal with stress. Injured team sport 

athletes tend to ñpassively accept help from othersò, whereas individual sport 

athletes lean towards problem-solving coping strategies. Further, injured female 

athletes displayed more anxiety, tension, and difficulty expressing aggression 

(Johnson 1997). 

2.2.5  Female-specific stressors  

 Nuetzel (2023) in her research suggests one of possible explanations to sex 

differences in perceiving and coping with stressors. She points out that males 

and females differ in the socialization process, establishing gender roles and what 

society expects from them. Therefore, implying that gender is what makes 

us choose and use certain coping styles and coping strategies. In general, females 

experience more chronic stressors compared to men (Matud 2004). As women are 

more often in the role of a caregiver, they experience a greater number of stressors 

that negatively affect both their mental and physical health. Further, women more 

often occupy ñclerical positions, whereas men occupy leadership positionsò 

(Mayor 2015), meaning that people in high-status positions experience less stress 

due to the subjective ability to control situations. Kim and colleaguesô (2020) 

findings show that gender discrimination in workplace is ñsignificantly associated 

with depressive symptomsò, even more so in women under the age of 40. In the 

same research, 58.2% of women reported discrimination in terms of income 

equality. 
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A study by Aparicio-Martinez and colleagues (2019) reports an increase in 

mental health problems, especially eating disorders in female college students. This 

issue is entitled to social media and how it portrays ideal body image. The 

unrealistic social expectations of what a woman's body should look like is often 

perceived as unattainable, resulting in body dissatisfaction. Dissatisfaction with 

one's own self and body concerns provoke ñemotional and psychological distressò 

in the female population (Aparicio-Martinez et al. 2019). Further, exclusively 

experienced by women are hormonal changes associated with menstrual cycle 

(hereinafter MC), pregnancy or menopause. Along with nutrition, hormonal 

influences and their effects on womenôs well-being are currently attracting attention 

of many researchers. These topics need further focus to better understand the 

complexity of impacts, especially in premenopausal female athletes (Welde et al. 

2024).  

2.2.6  Female-athlete stressors  

In previous paragraph, some of the general female-specific stressors like 

gender roles, body image, disordered eating or gender discrimination were 

mentioned. As these stressors cross-over to the sports environment, they create 

unique type of stressors because they target specific population, particularly female 

athletes. As mentioned above, exclusive stressor to female athletes are the hormonal 

influences. Throughout the MC hormones fluctuate, which have been proven to 

affect mood changes, energy levels, and perceived performance. Further, the most 

frequent psychological consequences being distraction from current activity and 

worry related to menstruation (Findlay et al. 2020). 

Personal experience combined with testimony of numerous female athletes 

supports the fact, that gender discrimination continues to be an issue, along with 

financial inequality, lesser media coverage and lack of or limited resources (access 

to favorable ice times, training facilities or medical care). Further, Wºrnerôs (2024) 

research on Swedish hockey players reports significantly higher stress levels in 

female players. This could be linked to his other findings, like the fact that female 

players reported additional occupations along with playing hockey or ñless medical 

support during games and practicesò compared to the male players. 
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Athlete's response to stress may vary, for example specific genotype affects 

their response to stressful events. Research has shown potential effects of genetics 

on stress coping abilities. Sysoeva and colleagues (2009) suggested a potential 

genetic predisposition for stress resistance in athletes. The short genotype 

of the serotonin transporter gene is associated with increased ñIndirect Hostilityò 

and decreased negativism in females (Ahmad 2025). From the literature review, 

we can generally conclude that there are gender-related differences in the coping 

process (Nicholls, Polman 2007) 

2.2.7  Effect of stress on performance  

Considering stress as a multifaceted mediator, its effects on physical 

performance are complex. Stress can influence multiple body spheres, distinctively 

humanôs physical or psychological aspects. The physical stress influences the body 

systems directly through decreased energy available or reduced motor coordination. 

These performance limitations stem from increased physical exertion, fatigue, 

or injury. A study on soccer referees by Pizzera and colleagues (2022) concludes 

the decrease of decision-making accuracy with submaximal physical stress, along 

with lesser impact of psychological stress. Therefore, proposing a greater direct 

impairment of physical depletion, effecting perceptual motor tasks. 

 On the other hand, psychological stress arises from cognitive and emotional 

strains, influencing attention, decision-making or emotional regulation. 

From research on military personnel, Lin and colleagues (2020) found significant 

decrease in aerobic performance related to elevated psychological stress. However, 

testing of sit-ups and pull-ups (anaerobic fitness) appeared to be unaffected. 

Further, Rano and colleagues (2019) found a negative effect of acute psychological 

stress (hereinafter APS) on performance. Elite male swimmers race times 

significantly decreased when APS was applied, compared to regular under control 

situations. However, positive relationship between psychological stress response 

and faster race times was found and reflected by increased testosterone and cortisol 

levels. Therefore, suggesting that certain amount of psychological stress can benefit 

an athlete.  



29 

 

Study by Khan and colleagues (2023) of 434 college athletes has shown 

the interplay between both physical and psychological (as well as social) stress 

diminishing self-perceived performance. The physical stress has shown 

the strongest performance variance (Khan, Manzoor, Luqman 2023). Villaviencio 

and colleagues (2021) suggest that male and female athletes prepare and react 

differently to stressful situations. Female athletes demonstrated stronger cortisol 

response to stressors, increased somatic anxiety and lower self-confidence. 

2.3 Coping strategies  

Folkman and Lazarus define stress coping strategy as ñconstantly changing 

cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage specific external and/or internal 

demands that are appraised as taxing or exceeding the resources of the personò 

(Lazarus, Folkman 1984). In other words, it is a process in which we strive to adjust 

or reduce stress, thus the effect of stressors on our physical or psychological 

component. They also identified the distinction between 

problem-focused and emotion-focused coping mechanisms 

(Lazarus, Folkma 1984). Additional strategy type proposed among the two primary 

coping styles is avoidance coping. It is important to mention, that avoidance coping 

can be distinguished into physical and mental avoidance (Arnold, Fletcher 2021). 

These three approaches are seen as superior and researchers call them the higher 

order coping dimensions, each comprising several coping strategies (Nicholls, 

Polma 2007; Arnold, Fletcher 2021).  

Nicholls and Polman (2007) state the difference between problem- 

and emotion-focused coping strategies is that the first is meant to modify a stressful 

situation, while the other serves to cope with ñthe emotional distressò caused 

by that situation. For better understanding, examples of problem-focused strategies 

are ñseeking information, planning and setting goals, and assertive confrontationò 

(Nicholls, Polman 2007). To contrast the two, ñseeking the situation 

in a favorable light, emotional control, relaxationò are examples  

of the emotion-focused strategies (Arnold, Fletcher 2021). 

Moreover, avoidance coping strategies eventuate from the name, for example 
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ignoring the situation, running away from it or even psychologically disengaging 

from the specific situation.  

Study by Nicholls and colleagues (2007) state that ñstressors, coping 

and coping effectiveness are all influenced by gender, type of sport played 

(team vs. individual), and the skill of the athleteò. Further, Kapl§nov§ (2019) 

in her study suggests that athleteôs age or the amount of experience with sport 

determines level of anxiety and ability to control a stressful situation. Team sport 

athletes tend to engage in avoidance coping strategies along with seeking social 

support. On the other hand, individual athletes lean towards problem-focused 

coping strategies or self-regulatory emotion-focused strategies like positive 

self-talk or self-blame (Nicholls et al. 2007). Elite level athletes demonstrate 

a greater flexibility in using coping strategies along with favoring problem- over 

emotion-focused strategies (Arnold, Fletcher 2021). Moreover, they seem 

to believe that the effectiveness of their coping is superior to a less experienced 

athletes at they manage to succeed in high-pressure environments (Nuetzel 2023).  

There are numerous strategies recommended to effectively cope with stress 

and prevent chronic mental strain. In order to choose an adequate strategy, accurate 

identification of stressor/s along with individual needs must be considered. Further, 

we can base the effectiveness of coping in the coping strategy we choose (Nicholls, 

Polman 2007). The advantage of having several coping options and being able 

to appropriately select the adequate strategy is without a doubt beneficial (Nicholls, 

Polman 2007). Ultimately, the goal is to balance accumulated stress with sufficient 

rest and recovery (despite what that encompasses for each individual).  

2.3.1  Men vs. women 

As mentioned previously, men and women not only differ in perceiving 

stress, but also in dealing with stress. We know that females report greater amount 

of chronic stress as well as more daily stressors. They also tend to have more 

negative experience from stressful situation and feel less control over 

them (Matu 2004). To deal with those feelings, women often engage 

in emotion-focused coping. The four commonly used strategies compared to males 

are self-distraction, emotional support, instrumental support and venting (Graves et 



31 

 

al. 2021). Men more likely use rational and detachment approaches such as 

problem-solving and emotional inhibition (Matud 2004). A study by Mayor (2015) 

suggests that our gender traits (masculinity or femininity) contribute to how we 

cope with stress. Both masculinity and femininity are linked to ñseeking social 

support and positive thinkingò. However, masculinity is positively linked to active 

coping and negatively relates to avoidance coping. Active coping falls under the 

category of problem-focused coping. According to Mayor (2015), problem-focused 

coping accounts for better health. To conclude these findings, men have a certain 

advantage in terms of overcoming stress or at least choosing appropriate coping 

strategy.   
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3 Research aims and research questions  

This research aims to identify the most common stressors among female ice 

hockey players and examine how these stressors fluctuate throughout the hockey 

season. Additionally, the study explores effective coping strategies through 

a literature review and gathers insights from players and coaches to understand their 

perspectives on MT and its role in reducing psychological stress in female athletes. 

By gaining a deeper understanding of these factors, the study seeks to contribute to 

tailoring MP and coping strategies that can help female ice hockey players manage 

stress more effectively and reach their full potential.  

 

Research Questions 

1) What are the main and most frequent stressors female hockey players 

experience throughout the season? 

2) What are effective coping strategies used by female ice hockey players? 

3) What is the difference between female hockey players' stressors based on 

their age? 

 

Hypotheses 

H1: International players are more likely to engage in MP compared to 

Czech players. 

H2: The higher the level of competition, the better the MP of the players. 

H3: The most common stressor among female hockey players is an injury. 
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4  Methodology  

4.1 Research sample 

4.1.1 Players 

This research involved 72 active female ice hockey players, with an average 

age of 23.61 (with standard deviation s = 3.47 years), between the ages of 18 and 33. 

These athletes were subjectively divided into 4 subgroups; professional players 

(hockey is their full-time job), hockey players (they have other income), 

student-athletes and players who identify hockey as their free time activity (hobby 

players). You can see the distribution in Graph 2. The participants varied in terms 

of the country of their current ice hockey activity (Table 1) and of their nationality 

(Table 2). Most participating players are currently active in Sweden (31.94%), 

Canada (19.44%) and Germany and USA (both 18.05%). 

35%

18%

35%

12%

Student-athlete Professional (other income)

Professional hockey playerFree time activity

100% = 72 respondents

Graph 2 - Player category distribution 
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Table 1 ï Country of current activity 

 

Majority of players that participated in this research are of Czech (44.44%), 

Canadian (18.05%) or German (18.05%) nationality. Further, players were also 

divided into three age groups to investigate discrepancies in stressor perception in 

different parts of playersô career. The first and youngest group was between ages 

18-21 consisting of 21 respondents. The middle group, aged 22-25, consisted of 

30 respondents and the oldest group included players aged 26 and older, with 

21 players from the research sample. The reasoning for only three groups was 

dependent on the number of participants in each age category.  

Continent Country of current activity Number of players

 Czech Republic 6

 Finland 2

 Germany 13

 Italy 1

 Sweden 23

 Canada 14

 USA 13

72

North America

Europe

Total
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Table 2 ï Frequency of playerôs nationality 

 

4.1.2 Coaches 

For part of the research, the second research sample included coaches. From 

over 20 addressed coaches, only 7 responded. Out of these 7 respondents, 5 were 

male and 2 females. The age varied between 28 to 57 (average age x = 42.43 and 

standard deviation s = 12.22 years). In terms of position within the team, 3 were 

head coaches and 4 were assistant coaches. The location of their current job differed 

as well, with 3 working in the Czech Republic, 3 in Sweden and 1 in Canada. 

4.2 Research methods 

The research approach was a mix of quantitative and qualitative methods. 

When collecting data, both surveys and individual interviews were used. 

The sample of participants (both players and coaches) was recruited using 

convenience sampling from the researchersô existing network. That possibly causes 

a self-selection bias, as participants may share certain characteristics relevant to the 

Continent Nationality Number of players

 British 1

 Czech 32

 Danish 1

 German 13

 Icelandic 1

 Italian 1

 Norwegian 1

 Spanish 1

 Slovenian 1

 Swedish 2

 Canadian 13

 USA 5

72

Europe

North 

America

Total
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research topic.  Participation criteria for players were female, currently active in ice 

hockey, aged 18+ years. For coaches, the only criteria was current involvement in 

girls or womenôs hockey. The questionnaires were used and distributed 

electronically, through social media (Facebook, Instagram, Snapchat), using the 

Google Forms. All participants were sent out a link to an online form and asked to 

share this link with other active female hockey players. The questionnaires included 

open questions, multiple choice questions and in some surveys 1-10 ranking scales. 

The ethical considerations were written on the cover of each questionnaire 

for the participants to read. The whole research was anonymous and no personal 

data leading to identification of any participant were disclosed.  

4.3 Data collection  

The data collection took place from August 2024 till December 2024. There was 

a total of 5 questionnaires sent out, each in Czech and English language, to reach 

a greater number of participants. Three of those questionnaires were examining the 

current stressors in female hockey players. The initial questionnaire (see Appendix 

2-A1, A2 or Appendix 3, 4) was a bit longer (10 minutes) and included 

the demographic information of players as well as questions related to stressors, 

MP and MC. Its main purpose was to map out the main stressors and based on that, 

4 most frequent stressors were identified (personal success, expectations of others, 

fear of mistakes/failure, injury). The follow-up questionnaires (see Appendix 2-B1, 

B2 or Appendix 5, 6) took approximately 5 minutes to complete. Participants ranked 

those top 4 stressors on scale 1-10 in relation to what part of the season they were 

currently in. They were distributed in sequence, first in August, October and last in 

December matching the pre-season, beginning of season, and regular season. 

Several of the players also participate on an international level, representing their 

countries. Therefore, games for the national team were included as one of the 

sections of the hockey season. The purpose was to monitor changes in perceived 

intensity levels of frequent stressors. A questionnaire for coaches (see 

Appendix 2-C1, C2 or Appendix 7, 8) was quite short and focused mainly on how 

coaches perceived importance of MT, along with questions about MC.  Further, 

additional questionnaire, sent out in December, was investigating if the MC is seen 
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as a stressor by female athletes (see Appendix 2-D or Appendix 9). To gain an idea 

of what strategies the players currently use to effectively cope with stress, 

8 participants were interviewed in January 2025. Open-ended questions were used 

in this interview. The purpose was to let the participants speak and share as much 

as they want on this topic. Below is the timeline of the questionnaire and interview 

distribution along with number of respondents. 

ǒ Initial form (August) ï 72 respondents (players) 

ǒ Follow-up (October) ï 35 respondents (players) 

ǒ Coaches (October) ï 7 respondents (coaches) 

ǒ Follow-up 2 (December) ï 33 respondents (players)  

ǒ Menstrual cycle as a stressor (December) ï 10 respondents (players) 

o Interview on coping strategies (January) ï 8 respondents (players) 

Note that all questionnaires are available in the appendix section, in both electronic 

version and hard copy.  

4.4 Limitations  

In this paragraph, the main limitations of the research will be explained. 

First, the sample size of both players and coaches. Initial form for players was 

shared with over 120 currently active female players, with 72 responses. That would 

make the return rate below 60%. The first follow-up questionnaire was distributed 

to the 72 players, who responded to the initial questionnaire. Responses were 

received from 35 players, making the return rate little below 50%. The second 

follow-up questionnaire was distributed to the same 72 players and 33 players 

responded. For the coachesô sample, over 20 head and assistant coaches involved 

in womenôs hockey were reached, but only 7 responded. Lastly, the MC 

questionnaire was distributed among all 72 players from the initial form. However, 

only 10 players answered, making it a very low return rate of 13.89%. Possible 

explanation for such a small return rate could be the distribution of this 

questionnaire only in English version. 
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Secondly, the duration of data collection (5 months). Even though the 

sample size was sufficient for the initial questionnaire, the drop off on the 

follow-up questionnaires was quite high, mainly in the international players. 

The primary idea was to collect data over the span of the whole hockey season 

2024/25. However, due to time restraints and drop-off of participants, the data 

collection stopped in January 2025.  

Third, the division of players in the player categories was subjective. 

Therefore, we cannot track if every single player selected this category 

appropriately. Perhaps limited number of categories were offered, which could limit 

some players in selecting the most suitable one.  Further, the age groups were 

established based on number of participants. Ideally, the dispersion of each group 

would be smaller. For example, the oldest group ranges from 26 to 33 years, which 

can make a considerable difference in the results. Further, despite using 

a classification of stressors based on peer-reviewed literature, some risk of 

misclassification remains. As the categorization was conducted by the researcher, 

there may be a degree of subjectivity involved. 

Lastly, the design in which the questionnaires were distributed may be 

a limitation for some respondents. Participant responses may have been influenced 

by the phrasing of certain questions or the structure of the answer options (in case 

of a multiple-choice questions). This could result in response bias, particularly in 

close-ended questions, where the range of provided options may have constrained 

or directed participants to answer certain way. 

4.5 Data analysis  

Descriptive statistics, including frequency distributions and percentage 

comparisons, were used to summarize the basic characteristics of the research 

sample. Microsoft Excel (version 16.96.1) was employed for organizing the dataset 

and generating visualizations such as tables and graphs. To examine the relationship 

between ordinal variables, the Spearman rank correlation test was conducted using 

R statistical software at p = 0.05 statistical significance level.  
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5  Results and interpretation  

5.1 Initial questionnaire  

The number of respondents for this section was 72 and included only the 

players. MP was perceived as important or extremely important by 88.89% of those 

participants. Only 2 participants (1.4%) find MT unimportant. See the response 

distribution in Graph 3.  

 

Graph 3 ï Perceived importance of mental preparation  

Participants were asked if MP acquires greater importance in either male or female 

athletes or if it is equally important. Keeping in mind that all participants were 

female, yet equal importance of MP was the most frequent answer. Over 30% of 

participants think that MP is more important in female compared to male athletes, 

see in Graph 4. 

33.3%

55.6%

9.7%

1.4%

Extremely importantImportantSomewhat importantUnimportant

100% = 72 respondents
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Graph 4 ï Comparison of sexes in mental preparation importance 

Almost three quarters of participants (73.61%) have experience with MT. 

When asked, if the players include MP in their training, only 52.1% said yes 

(participating in team MT or having a personal mental coach). A small fraction 

(8.5%) of players have access to MT, but they choose not to use it. Further, 36.11% 

of participants were either unsatisfied with their current MT, wanted their MT to 

improve, or felt in need of a mental coach as we can see in Graph 5. Note the 

number of participants that responded to this question is only 57 out of 72. 

 

Graph 5 ï Satisfaction with mental preparation 

24

7

33

8

ŷ Important in 
FEMALE

ŷ Important in MALEEqually importantUnsure

100% = 72 respondents

30

5 7

14

1

SatisfiedNot satisfiedNeeds to improveNeed of mental
coach

Unsure

100% = 57 respondents
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Moreover, greater number of Czech players (68.75%) were involved 

in some type of MP compared to the international players (37.50%).  

5.2 Experience with mental training based on  athlete 

category  

 The Spearmanôs rank correlation test was used to examine relationship 

between playersô level of competition and their experience with MT. The playersô 

competition level was ranked from the least skilled to the most skilled in the 

following order; hobby player, hockey player (other income), student-athlete, 

professional player. The test was conducted on the research sample from the initial 

form, including 72 respondents. First variable was the playersô competition level 

and second was experience with MT. The test revealed statistically significant, 

weak positive correlation between the two variables (rho = 0.27, p = 0.0225). 

Although the relationship is weak, there is a tendency for players with more MT 

experience to have slightly higher skill level. The p-value of 0.0225 indicates that 

this result is unlikely to be due to chance, with significance level of 0.05. 

There were 60 individual stressors identified from the responses given 

by players in the initial questionnaire. Stressors were divided into 4 groups; 

leadership & personnel issues, cultural & team issues, logistical & environmental 

issues, and performance & personal issues. The category performance & personal 

issues covers performance-specific, physical, psychological, and personal issues. 

From the pie Graph 6, we can see that over half of the stressors account for the 

performance & personal issues, with psychological issues being the most frequent.  
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Graph 6 ï Classification of stressors 

5.3 Age groups 

When analyzing the individual stressors, another consideration was age. 

The 72 participants from the initial form were grouped into 3 age groups; 18-21, 

22-25, 26-33. The youngest group (18-21) most frequently answered stressors were 

mental readiness, which was also frequent in the middle group. The middle groupôs 

(22-25) leading stressor was expectations of others. The oldest group (26-33) 

highest marked stressor was an injury; which was also very frequently cast in the 

middle group. There were slight differences in the individual stressors based on age 

group as you can see in Table 3. The youngest and middle group mentioned 

stressors like media, family/friends, and confidence. Additionally, the youngest 

group pointed out communication, improvement, and teammateôs reaction to 

mistakes as a stressor. The two older groups highlighted moving or/and new 

environment as a stressor.  

 

 

 

 

 

LP
16%

LE
18%

CT
10%PP -psych

20%

PP -perfo
9%

PP -phys
8%

PP -pers 
19%

LP = Leadership & personnel issues

LE = Logistical & environmental

CT = Culture & team

PP - psych = psychological issues

PP - perfo = performance specific

PP - phys = physical readiness

PP - pers = personal issues

PP = performance & personal issues
100% = 60 individual stressors 
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Table 3 - Main Stressors based on Age Group 

 

5.4 Menstrual cycle  as a stressor 

 The MC was a topic in two questionnaires for the players. Firstly, in the 

initial survey of 72 female players, we asked about the use of birth control. Over 

half (60.87%) of participants do not use birth control, 28.99% use hormonal and 

10.14% use non-hormonal birth control. When assessing the knowledge of MC, 

22.22% did not know the phases of MC and 33.33% did not know what phase of 

MC they are currently in. Larger number (58.33%) of players monitor their MC and 

52 out of 72 participants do believe that MC affects their performance. However, 

only 19.72% adjust their training load to experienced menstrual symptoms 

(hereinafter MS). The rest either pushes through the pain (49.30%) or uses 

painkillers to deal with it (30.99%). We asked the players if they would tell the 

coaches about experiencing strong MS. Over 40% would tell them only if totally 

necessary, 25% answered ñnoò or ñdefinitely noò and 31.94% said ñyesò or 

ñdefinitely yesò. An additional valuable information would be if the playersô play 

for a male or female coach as that might affect their decision.   

 Secondly, an additional questionnaire was shared to collect more detailed 

information about MC of the female hockey players. It was distributed among the 

previously addressed 72 players. Unfortunately, only 10 participants filled out this 

survey. The average length of menstruation was 4.4 days. For the most common 

MS, 7 athletes noted abdominal cramps and other frequent were fatigue, bloating 

or mood change. None of the participants were willing to miss practice due to strong 

MS. However, they admitted occasional affects of menstruation on the quality of 

their training/game performance. Overall, rather than a stressor, 50% of participants 

Age group #1 Stressor #2 Stressor #3 Stressor

18-21 years Mental readiness Fear of mistakes/failure
Playing time/ Performance/ 

Teamôs success

22-25 years Expectations of others Pressure to perform
Injury/ Performance 

consistency

26-33 years Injury Future Physical fitness
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see menstruation as normal part of their lives, whereas the other 50% as occasional 

stressor.  

5.5 Follow -up questionnaires  

On a scale 1-10, the players were rating how much certain stressor effects 

their performance. Four stressors from the initial survey rated the highest 

in frequency, therefore those were used in the quick follow up survey. Players 

responded to these in three different parts of the season; beginning of the season, 

regular season and games for national team. Collected data were added and divided 

by number of respondents. Table 4 shows the average rating of each stressor in 

three different parts of the season. As expected, the regular season was more 

stressful compared to the beginning of the season. Surprisingly, players rated all 

stressors lower during games for national team.  

Table 4 - Fluctuation of stressors throughout the season (Average ranking of each stressor) 

 

5.6 Coaches 

Unfortunately, the majority of coaches addressed did not participate in the 

research. Over 20 male and female coaches were reached, however, only 

7 responded to the shared questionnaire. Even this small sample corresponds with 

the trend of predominantly male coaches in womenôs ice hockey (over 70% in our 
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sample) (Walker, Bopp 2010). In a mix of male and female, and assistant and head 

coaches, 85.7% claimed to consider athletes' mental state when coaching. Most 

of the coaches (71.4%) state that they ask their trustees about their mental state. 

When asked to appoint the main stressors of female athletes, most frequent 

responses were; injury, balancing hockey with school/work and self-confidence. 

Interestingly, one of the coaches responded that the biggest stressor for players 

is ñcommunication with coachesò. To help players avoid or overcome stressors, 

coaches recommend; open conversations about their feelings and teaching them 

balancing hockey and personal life. Some of them shared current actions they take 

to provide support for their players; creating a safe space or teaching them to be 

in charge of their own actions.  

Further, we asked the coaches about their knowledge of MC. 57.1% claimed 

to know the different phases of the MC. Majority of coaches say they are aware of 

the impact of MC on female athleteôs performance and recovery. However, when 

asked if they consider if an athlete is experiencing MS, over 40% of coaches 

responded with ñsometimesò. More than 70% of respondents think it is important 

to make adjustments to an athlete's training based on the phase of their cycle, the 

rest have never thought of making any adjustments based on MC. All 7 participants 

agreed to wanting to learn more about the topic of MC and female athletes. 

However, when asked if they would implement this new knowledge into their 

training, less than 30% said yes and 28.6% said they would like to try. Lastly, when 

asked if they would participate in a workshop or an educational course to gain more 

information about MCôs impacts on female athlete performance, 100% of coaches 

said yes.  

5.7 0ÌÁÙÅÒÓȭ #ÏÐÉÎÇ 3ÔÒÁÔÅÇÉÅÓ 

In this section, interpretation of player interviews will be provided. The 

purpose was to gain a better understanding and map out the currently used strategies 

among female players. The 8 participants were asked to share their individual 

approaches to coping with stress. To make it simple and easy to follow, responses 
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are organized by the period of coping strategy application. The subsections are as 

follows; before game, during game, pressure from others and injuries/fatigue.  

5.7.1 Before game 

Female players perceive emotion-focused coping style as their most 

commonly used. Some mentioned the problem-focused style, but none the 

avoidance coping style. As some of the frequently used mental preparation before 

games, the participants highlighted visualization of game situations, breathing 

exercises and meditation, and listening to music. Other repetitive ones were 

positive self-talk, sticking to a specific pre-game routine, interacting 

with teammates, or shifting focus away from hockey. One of the participants 

mentioned that she uses her faith to mentally prepare by praying to God or reading 

from the Bible.  

5.7.2 During game  

 The participants were asked what helps them overcome negative feelings 

or emotions after a mistake. Nearly every single one said the same thing: ĂI focus 

on the next shift.ò Another common answer was to splash some water in their face 

or neck to ñresetò. This way of coping aligns the most with avoidance strategy, 

particularly with attention redirection.  

 Further, players also use breath control, positive self-talk and remind 

themselves to focus on things they do well and things they can control (their attitude 

or body language). One of the participants admitted she has a ñreset routineò from 

her psychologist that she uses to start over after a mistake.  

5.7.3 Pressure from others  

 The perceived pressure our environment creates is ranked as one of the most 

frequent stressors among athletes (Kerdijk, Van Der Kamp, Polman 2016). Team 

sport athletes have to navigate how to handle the pressure of expectations from 

coaches, teammates, media or even family and friends. Interviewed players use 

several different strategies to exceed that pressure. Often, players seek 
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conversations with their loved ones, try to engage in other activities that bring them 

joy and focus on controllable factors in their performance. Moreover, the players 

try to reduce the pressure through breathing exercises and self-awareness strategies. 

5.7.4 Injuries, fatigue  

In times of physical strain, including fatigue or injuries, interviewed 

participants engage in several diverse strategies. Majority mentioned 

the importance of accepting their feelings and being mindful of their bodyôs need 

(sufficient sleep, balanced diet, water intake, stretching). Further, frequent response 

was to adjust their expectation to what is achievable at the moment, therefore 

setting realistic short-term goals. Some responses were similar to the previous 

scenarios (before or during a game), like breath control, shifting focus, or letting 

someone close know about your current state of mind is. Other strategies are saying 

yes to social plans only when they really feel like it (not pushing themselves), 

focusing one recovery and spending time with family and friends to receive 

emotional and social support. 

5.8 Hypotheses evaluation  

Here are provide answers for the claimed hypotheses. Firsly, we reject 

the H1 (International players are more likely to engage in mental preparation.), as 

the results show greater involvement of Czech players (68.75%) compared to the 

international players (37.50%) in MP. Further, we accept the H2 (The higher the 

level of competition, the better the mental preparation of players). A statistically 

significant, weak positive correlation was found between the playersô competition 

level and the experience with MT (rho = 0.27, p = 0.0225). Lastly, we accept the 

H3 (The most common stressor among ice hockey players is an injury.), as the most 

common injury among this research sample of female ice hockey players was 

indeed an injury.  
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6  Discussion  

First of all, the findings of this paper show that in our sample, female Czech 

hockey players show greater involvement in MT, compared to the international 

players. The experience with MT is proven to be correlated to playersô level of 

competition. Further, discrepancies between player age groups and stressor ranking 

were discovered. The most frequent stressor among the player sample is an injury, 

with performance & personal issues being the most frequent stressor category. 

To effectively cope with stress, female players engage in strategies such as 

visualization, breathing exercises, focus shifting and emotional support. As far as 

MC goes, players do not find it as a cause of stress. Even though both players and 

coaches acknowledge MCôs effects on female performance, there are little to no 

urge for accommodations or adjustments in a training plan.  

The expected result was that international players would have greater 

involvement in MT. Perhaps, this can be influenced by the diversity of international 

players. Some of the countries, such as England, Iceland, Italy or Spain would not 

necessarily be considered as hockey world power. Therefore, these respondents 

could have swayed the results. Further, greater participation of North American 

players was expected, as the initial idea was to compare Czechs and North 

Americans only. Moreover, majority of Czech participants compete at the highest 

levels (professional players or student-athletes), which considerably affect the end 

result. As expected, there is a proven tendency for higher competition level athletes 

to have greater experience with MT. Even though the correlation test showed weak 

positive correlation, the p-value was far below established level of significance 

alpha, meaning that the result was not coincidental. As the age dispersion was 18 

to 33, it is no surprise, that the rankings of main stressors differed in each age group. 

We intended to include more age groups, which was denied by the sampleôs 

distribution. Therefore, the groups were established in a way, so respondents 

division into age groups was balanced. Perhaps, larger discrepancies in main 

stressor ranking would be uncovered with smaller age dispersion in each age 

groups. However, highlighted should be the difference between youngest and oldest 

group, where young players more frequently marked stressors from 



49 

 

performance & personal issues along with cultural & team stressor category. 

Whereas the older players more often focused on the logistical or leadership stressor 

category. These findings are not any world-breaking news, however, their 

application in MP can help provide individualized and age-specific MP program. 

Unsurprisingly, the most common response to perceived stressor by female hockey 

players was an injury. This can include fear of future injury, fear of injury 

reoccurrence, or dealing with current injury. Perhaps, more detailed approach to 

this particular stressor could reveal interesting insight to which one of the above-

mentioned options is the most frequent. Close second was pressure to perform 

stressor, which encompasses both internal and external pressure. The pressure can 

be created by the player herself, or by her parents, coaches, teammates and even by 

media. Based on the part of the season, players find the regular season the most 

stressful for all top 4 selected stressors (personal success, expectations of others, 

fear of mistakes/failure, and injury). However, this might be influenced by the 

limited duration of the data collection, as not all parts of the season were considered.  

Surprisingly, the games for the national team were perceived as the least stressful 

period of the season in 3 out of 4 top stressors (personal success, fear of 

mistakes/failure, injury). The top-ranked stressor also differed based on the part of 

the season. At the beginning of the season, it was ice time and role on the team, in 

regular season, predominately fear of mistakes/failure, and during the games for 

national team, major stressor was expectations of others.  

Shaking off a mistake is an essential ability of a hockey player. With such 

a fast-paced game, dwelling on a small setback has a negative effect 

on performance (Rasyid et al. 2019). Female hockey players predominantly choose 

emotion-focused and avoidance coping styles. Despite the participants denying 

avoidance approach, majority agreed that focus shifting (or attention redirection) is 

the most used strategy during games. This gap between subjective perception and 

actual coping behavior emphasizes the importance of educating athletes about 

different coping styles and their long-term consequences (Nicholls, Polman 2007).  

Lastly, the coachesô sample though small, provided interesting insight. 

Coaches perceive injury, balancing hockey with school/work and self-confidence 

as the main stressors in womenôs hockey. The acknowledgement that 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?duHZau
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communication with coaches itself could be a stressor is a great stepping stone. 

Perhaps, it should be a prompt for the coach to gradually work on creating a more 

comfortable environment and work on being approachable. Thus, the coach's 

approach yields a critical area in an athlete's physical and mental preparation. As 

a study by Rima et al. (2019) showed, empathetic and supportive communication 

significantly enhances athlete well-being and performance. Further, despite their 

willingness to learn, our sample of coaches lack the sufficient knowledge of MC 

related effects on female athlete performance. 

As expected, the differences between age groups, though with fairly small 

age gaps, were clearly noted. Younger players (18-21 years) prioritized mental 

readiness and fear of mistakes, suggesting that early-career athletes struggle more 

with psychological adaptation to competitive environments. This resonates with 

Nuetzel's (2023) notion that less experienced athletes report higher anxiety levels 

and less robust coping mechanisms. Conversely, older players (26-33 years) rated 

injuries and future uncertainties as the most prominent stressors, likely reflecting 

their heightened awareness of physical wear and impending career transitions. 

Understanding the way athletes individually evolve through different career stages 

can help set up MT programs. 

Consistent with pervious findings, injury remains predominant stressor in 

female hockey players, highlighting the physical demands and associated risks of 

such competitive sport (Wºrner, Kauppinen, Eek 2024). Injury risk not only 

imposes physical limitations but also contributes significantly to psychological 

strain, as athletes often associate injuries with fears of role loss, reduced 

performance, and career stagnation. The study's discovery that pressure to perform 

closely follows injury as a key stressor aligns with earlier research pointing to 

performance expectations as a major psychological burden among elite athletes 

(Grzelak, Langner 2024). 

Previous literature supports that females tend to use emotion-focused or 

avoidance coping strategies, which agrees with our research findings (Matud 2004; 

Mayor 2015). Several factors, like sex, type of sport (team vs. individual), or level 

of experience, determine the ability to cope. An interesting proposition by Nuetzel 
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(2023) accredits selection of coping styles to gender roles. With that suggestion, 

female players growing up playing boys hockey should benefit from that 

experience. However, interplay of several factors such as the social environment, 

coachôs attitude, or the country of origin can overpower this possible advantage. 

Further, reviewed literature suggests self-distraction, emotional support, 

instrumental support, and venting as common strategies for female athletes. 

Again, these all correspond with our findings. Moreover, according to the reviewed 

literature, team sport athletes tend to seek social support and engage in avoidance 

coping compared to individual sport athletes. Players from our research sample did 

mark social and emotional support as one of their commonly used strategies. 

The data on the MC as a stressor provided some valuable new insights. 

While the majority of athletes acknowledged the MCôs impact on performance, few 

adjusted their training accordingly. Despite growing evidence that hormonal 

fluctuations significantly affect physical and emotional readiness (Findlay et al. 

2020; Welde et al. 2024), both athletes and coaches demonstrated limited practical 

application of this knowledge. The reluctance to communicate MS to coaches 

highlights the ongoing stigma surrounding this topic in sports environments. It also 

agrees with Graves and colleaguesô (2021) findings on stress related to 

communication with coaches in female athletes. Additional questions gathering 

information on sex of the coach would provide helpful insight to why female 

athletes avoid this subject. These findings strongly advocate for structured 

education programs for coaches, emphasizing this topic. All of the coaches in our 

survey have shown interest in such programs. 

With the sample of Czech players, the results represent nearly the whole 

population of Czech senior womenôs national team (with an exception of players 

under the age of 18). Therefore, collected data and findings could benefit future 

research addressing this specific population. Further, this research allows for 

comparison between other female team sports. In terms of limitations, the return 

rate of the questionnaires continued to decrease throughout the span of data 

collection, thus resulted in its early termination. This is seen as one of the big 

limitations, as the initial aim was to map out the whole competitive season. 

The sample size was sufficient for the initial form, however, the follow-up 
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questionnaires sought larger number of respondents. Other limitation was the 

researcherôs subjectivity in division of players into age groups or classification of 

individual stressors into categories by Arnold & Fletcher. Possible limitation was 

the subjectivity of players, when they chose what player category they belong to. 

Lastly, the response bias may have occurred, by providing limited response options 

or putting the response options in specific order.  

Recommended future research should map out the fluctuation of stressors 

across the entire competitive season. Along with that, greater sample size of the 

international players would allow for better comparison between individual 

countries, or at least Europe and North America. Further, more correlation tests 

could be run on the data set, if the sample size was larger and the distribution of 

player nationality, age or player category was more balanced. For example, 

examine the relationships between playersô experience with MP based on country 

of their current activity or country of origin. Moreover, if any stressor category 

prevalence is related to playersô nationality, age, playerôs category or the location 

of their current activity. Another suggestion for future research is to conduct 

experimental study, that examines effectivity of proposed coping strategies or tests 

a complex MP program tailored specifically for female sport team. Any future 

research in this area would benefit a consultation or cooperation with sport 

psychologist. 
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7  Conclusion  

The aims of the research were to map out playersô and coachesô perception 

of MP. Along with that, determine the major stressors among female hockey players 

and how these stressors fluctuate throughout the season. Moreover, to demonstrate 

how stressors differ based on playersô category and age. Examine knowledge of 

players and coaches on MCôs impact on performance. And lastly, investigate 

effective and commonly used coping strategies of ice hockey. Overall, the study 

seeks to provide information for both players and coaches, which can be used to 

improve stress management, thus help optimizing their performance.  

Majority of respondants perceive MT as important or extremely important, 

however, merely half of participants include MP in their training. In comparison 

between Czech and international players, Czechs show greater involvement in MP. 

Lack of satisfaction, improvement of MT, or need of mental coach was reported by 

over a third of players. Players at a higher competition level (professional players, 

student-athletes) showed tendency to have better MP. The most common stressors 

among our player sample are an injury, and a very close second, the pressure to 

perform. In terms of age-related differences, younger players (18-21) seem to stress 

more about mental readiness or fear of mistakes/failure, whereas older players (26-

33) worry about injuries and the future. The middle age group (22-25) finds 

pressure to perform and expectations from others as the most impactful stressors. 

Over half of players claims to monitor their MC, however a third of them 

did not know what phase of MC they were in. Further, majority of participants do 

not adjust their training load when experiencing menstrual symptoms. They choose 

to push through pain or take painkillers to solve the issue. Based on the part of the 

season, players find the regular season the most stressful for all top 4 selected 

stressors (personal success, expectations of others, fear of mistakes/failure, and 

injury). Coaches perceive injury, balancing hockey with school/work and self-

confidence as the main stressors in womenôs hockey. Further, despite their 

willingness to learn, our sample of coaches lack the sufficient knowledge of MC 

related effects on female athlete performance. Results of this study show that 

predominant strategies in female ice hockey players are emotion-focused and 
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avoidance coping. As currently used effective strategies, players mainly engage in 

visualization, breathing exercises, focus shifting and emotional support.  

This paper contributes to the growing research on psychological stress and 

MP in female athletes by providing analysis of stressors across age group, 

performance levels and partially seasonal sections in womenôs hockey. Highlighted 

are the discrepancy between the recognized importance of MT and its actual 

implementation. Further, female athletesô experience and management of menstrual 

symptoms brings important insight to the underrepresented topic in sport science 

research, the MCôs effects on female performance. Moreover, integration of 

playersô and coachesô perspectives in the study provides possible recommendations 

for designing MP programs that address both physiological and psychological 

needs of this population.  

The findings are mainly relevant for people involved in womenôs hockey 

(or female sports in general), especially the coaches. The results of this research 

can serve coaches as a stepping stone and urge them to implement more complex 

approach to MP and MC consideration in order to optimize players performance. 

The original aim was to map the progression of the entire hockey season. However, 

this objective was only partially achieved, which constitutes one of the studyôs 

limitations. Future research should address this gap by including a larger sample of 

players and covering the full duration of the competitive season.  
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