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Leadership and mental toughness –  
the background.

Is there anything special about leadership in the 21st 
century? Well... leadership hasn’t changed but the 
context has. We live in more than interesting times. 

Change of all types is happening all around us and is 
accelerating exponentially. 

Mental toughness is increasingly important for middle 
leaders in our schools because they now have more 
accountability than ever before for student achievement 
and well-being in their area of responsibility. They also 
need to be better at dealing with ambiguity and flux in a 
changing educational landscape.

This is where mental toughness matters.

What is mental toughness? 

First we need to understand what mental toughness is 
not. It is not about being tough in the macho sense of the 
word. It is about being tough in the sense of developing 
resilience and confidence.

Mental toughness is best 
understood as a mindset which 
describes the default response we 
make when faced with stressors, 
pressures or challenges. 

This makes a significant impact on our performance,  
our well-being and the extent to which we adopt  
positive behaviours.

Professor Peter Clough uses a phrase which captures 
its essence. A mentally tough person “is someone who 
is comfortable in their own skin”. They take what comes 
in their stride and mostly enjoy the challenge. They don’t 
need to be aggressive or domineering.

We now understand mental toughness to be a narrow-
ish plastic personality trait. It exists in all of us and 
comes into play every time we have to do something. 
Plasticity means that we can change and shape our 
mental toughness. There is now a significant volume of 
independent evidence which supports and builds upon 
our mental toughness model. 

What about the mentally sensitive? The model, coupled 
with self-awareness, also provides a road map for 
helping the sensitive amongst us to navigate through the 
‘judgemental minefield’ that typifies the 21st century. 

How do we assess mental toughness and 
can we develop it?

Our work with Professor Peter Clough1 has led to the 
development of a high quality psychometric measure 
“MTQ48” which enables users to assess mental 
toughness. It consists of four factors called ‘The 4 
Cs’ each of which has subscales. These are: Control, 
Commitment, Challenge and Confidence.

1 “Developing Mental Toughness” (Kogan Page 2012) by  
Doug Strycharczyk and Professor Peter Clough
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Control

This describes the extent to which a person feels in 
control of their life and their circumstances and the 
extent to which they can control the display of their 
emotions. ‘Life control’ is where the sense of ‘can do’ 
sits. ‘Emotional control’ describes the extent to which 
the individual can manage their own mood and the mood 
of others. When asked to do something, the default 
response is something like: 

• I can do it …. without needing to check if it is possible

• I am nervous but I am not going to show it.

For those with a high level of control, the cup is usually 
half full, they have a strong sense of accountability and 
they are usually capable of lifting the spirits of those 
around them irrespective of how they feel.

Commitment

This is about goal orientation and ‘stickability’. This 
describes the extent to which someone is prepared to set 
goals for what they need to do and make promises which 
are measurable and, once made, to what extent they will 
work hard to deliver them. When asked to do something, 
a committed leader will think:

• I can understand what success looks like 

• I will do what it takes to achieve it.

Control and Commitment taken together are what most 
people mean when they think of resilience. They are 
useful and are a good response to adversity. However 
resilience is largely a passive quality and is only one part 
of mental toughness.

Challenge

This describes the extent to which the individual will push 
back their boundaries, embrace change and accept risk. 
It’s also about how they see all outcomes - good and bad.

When faced with a new situation or change, their default 
response will be:

• I will enjoy pushing into the unknown and stretching myself

• Whatever the outcome I will have learnt something and 
even if I fail I will know what to do next time.

This is a key quality. It describes the individual who 
embraces change and challenge because it helps 
him/her to grow. It describes to what extent they see 
challenges, change and adversity as opportunities rather 
than threats.

Someone whose challenge score is high will typically 
enjoy new places, meeting new people, innovation and 
creativity.

Confidence

This completes the picture. This describes the extent to 
which people believe in themselves, have confidence in 
their abilities, possess the interpersonal confidence to 
influence others and deal with conflict and challenge. 

When faced with challenge they will:

• Possess the self-belief to deal with the opportunity

• Possess the inner strength to stand their ground when 
needed 

Research shows that the four components are 
independent but that they are all connected by the 
concept of mental toughness. However when developing 
this behaviour, it is sometimes important to start by 
assessing and developing confidence – it is then easier 
to work with the other factors.

Can we develop mental toughness?

The short answer is: we can. There are options here. We 
can either aspire to be more mentally tough or we can 
learn to do what the mentally tough do when dealing with 
stressors. Both approaches seem to work and sometimes 
the latter leads to the former as a behaviour becomes a 
habit.

Interventions for developing mental toughness appear 
to be grouped around five themes. All have an impact on 
one or more of ‘The 4 Cs’. 

Positive thinking – the underlying principle here is “we 
are what we think” or as Henry Ford put it “if you think you 
can or you think you can’t, you are probably right”. This 
area breaks into three approaches – thinking positively, 
turning negative thoughts into positive thoughts and 
banishing negative thoughts.

Examples of techniques which appear to work include 
self-talk, making affirmations, copying role models and, 
especially useful with young people, thinking three 
positives.

Visualisation – the underlying principle here is that 
we can imagine success or we can imagine failure and 
experience it in your head – and we can learn from that 
experience. No-one needs to be taught to visualise.  
We do that naturally. 

We can manage our thoughts. Guided imagery is one 
approach. Another is to rehearse activities – but inside 
your heads.
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Anxiety Control – the ability to deal with panic and fear. 
The underlying principle here is based on the notion that 
psychological responses such as fear and worry have 
a physiological consequence – most often on muscle 
tension and breathing. Controlling these can help us to 
manage our mental responses. 

Muscular relaxation of all types is effective as is 
controlled breathing, hypnosis and anchoring. Controlled 
distraction, where we do something we particularly enjoy 
such as playing with our dog or doing a crossword, can 
distract us from tense moments and allow us to regain 
composure.

Goal Setting – The underlying principle is that goal 
setting gives meaning and direction as well as fuel 
and energy to achieve objectives and approach new 
challenges. This is especially important for developing 
the commitment component of mental toughness. 

Setting SMART goals is one technique, as is setting 
milestones which help to guide us to achieve our goals. 

Attentional Control – improving the ability to focus. The 
underlying principle here is that focus, sustained attention 
and concentration enable us to work better and for longer. 
Interruptions and distractions undermine that capability 
and sap our energy. 

Avoiding interruptions and shutting out distractions help 
but we can learn to concentrate better and for longer 
through practising exercises and through techniques 
such as mindfulness. However knowing these techniques 
is not enough on its own. Developing new behaviours 
until they become habits requires reflection and 
purposeful practice. 

New behaviours are developed through experiential 
learning and will develop slowly over time. 

We need to reflect regularly on 
what we’re learning as we adopt 
a new technique; to detect progress 
and to consider what is working 
and what isn’t. 
And there is a need for repeated practice which embeds 
a habit over time. Change comes slowly – it is rarely 
instant.

Applications

Mental toughness applies to everything we do. Our work 
takes us into leadership development and almost every 
aspect of staff development. It is vital to the work of a 
middle leader in education2.

Mental toughness emerges as a personality-based 
attribute which underpins core leadership competencies 
when challenge and change become the dominant 
themes in our working environment.

If mental toughness has a core purpose it is as Olympian 
Michael Johnson declared ‘about being the best that we 
can be’. 

Professor Peter Clough 
Professor of Applied Psychology  
Manchester Metropolitan 
University. 

 

Doug Strycharczyk 
Managing Director 
AQR.  
 
Follow Doug on @DStrycharczyk 
or contact him on doug@aqr.co.uk

2 Doug and Peter have also written “Developing Mental 
Toughness in Young People: Approaches to Achievement, 
Well-being and Positive Behaviour” (Karnac 2014)

http://www.twitter.com/DStrycharczyk
mailto:doug@aqr.co.uk

