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Abstract
Purpose: The general purpose of this research was to study the effect of motivational self-talk on
motor performance with an emphasis on self-esteem.
Methods: The current research method was an experimental type that was collected in the field; For
this purpose, two groups of 18 people with high self-confidence and 18 people with low self-
confidence were targeted. In the basic stage, the Bruce test was performed, and before and during the
Bruce test, the subjects did not use any kind of self-talk, then, the test execution time was recorded in
minutes, and the perceived pressure was measured using the Borg scale. . In the condition of
motivational self-talk, the subject was asked to tell himself "I can, keep going" whenever he felt tired,
difficult or painful during the Bruce test. At the end of the test, the perceived pressure was recorded.
The order of presentation of these two equalization conditions was mutual and there was a gap of 48
hours between each research condition.
Results: The results of variance analysis of 2 factors (self-esteem and self-talk) showed that
motivational self-talk led to significant improvement of endurance performance and reduction of
perceived pressure in the Bruce test. Also, motivational self-talk in people with high self-esteem
compared to low self-esteem led to a greater improvement in endurance performance and a greater
reduction in perceived pressure.
Conclusion: Therefore, it seems that the self-talk dissonance hypothesis was confirmed and
motivational self-talk led to improved motor performance in the Bruce test by reducing perceived
pressure.

Keywords: Motivational Self-Talk, Motor Performance, Self-Esteem, Perceived Pressure and Self-
Talk Dissonance.
* Corresponding Author: Amir Dana, E-mail: amirdana@iau.ac.ir

How to Cite: Baghban, N., Dana, A. The Effect of Self-Talk on Motor Performance with Experimental Expression on Self-
Esteem: Testing the Self-Talk Dissonance Hypothesis. Sports Psychology, 2025; 17(2): 125-143. In Persian.

Copyright: © 2023 by the authors. Submitted for possible open access publication
@ under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY)
license (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).


https://doi.org/10.48308/mbsp.2025.238193.1281
mailto:amirdana@iau.ac.ir
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2199-2120
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-0191-7868
https://mbsp.sbu.ac.ir/?lang=en

The Effect of Self-Talk on Motor Performance with...

Extended Abstract
Background and Purpose

Self-talk, defined as an individual’s internal
conscious or unconscious dialogue, is a
fundamental cognitive process used to guide
thoughts, regulate emotions, and direct
behavior. In sport psychology, self-talk is
recognized as a highly effective mental
strategy ~ for  enhancing  performance,
particularly  in  endurance  activities
characterized by monotonous, long-duration,
and physically demanding conditions .

Motivational self-talk, in particular, improves
performance by increasing intrinsic
motivation, enhancing tolerance for pressure,
and providing positive  psychological
stimulation for sustained effort in gross motor
tasks.

However, the effectiveness of self-talk is
known to wvary significantly among
individuals, which forms the basis for the Self-
Talk Dissonance Hypothesis. This hypothesis
is grounded in the Dual Process Theory, which
distinguishes between System 1 (intuitive,
automatic, and based on internal beliefs) and
System 2 (analytical, volitional, and
cognitively demanding). Dissonance occurs
when the deliberate, positive content of
System 2 self-talk conflicts with the
individual's pre-existing, often unconscious,
System 1 beliefs and self-image. This internal
conflict is hypothesized to consume cognitive
resources, increase fatigue, and ultimately
reduce the effectiveness of the intervention.

A key individual factor hypothesized to
modulate this dissonance is self-esteem, which
represents an individual’s overall evaluation
of their personal worth. Individuals with high
self-esteem are expected to find positive self-
talk more congruent with their internal beliefs,
whereas those with low self-esteem may
perceive positive affirmations as unrealistic or
foreign, thereby creating dissonance. While
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previous studies have examined self-esteem as
a consequence of self-talk, there is a clear gap
in research that directly investigates self-
esteem'’s role as a moderator of motivational
self-talk efficacy in a demanding physical
task, which this study sought to address.

The primary purpose of this study was,
therefore, to investigate the effect of
motivational ~ self-talk on  endurance
performance and perceived mental pressure,
specifically emphasizing the moderating role
of self-esteem through an experimental test of
the Self-Talk Dissonance Hypothesis.

Materials and Methods

Design and Participants: This research utilized
a quasi-experimental, mixed design with a
between-group factor (Self-Esteem: High vs.
Low) and a within-group factor (Self-Talk:
Baseline vs. Intervention). The study sampled
36 student-athletes with a history of regular
training, purposefully divided into two equal
groups of 18 individuals: one with high self-
esteem (score >21 on ESI) and one with low
self-esteem (score <11 on ESI). The mean age
of the participants was 21.55+1.8 years.

Measures and Task: Endurance performance
was measured using the Bruce Endurance Test
administered on a treadmill, recording the time
to exhaustion in minutes. The participants’
subjective experience of effort was measured
using the Borg Rating of Perceived Exertion
(RPE) Scale (6-20) at the end of each test
condition. Self-esteem was assessed using the
30-item Eysenck Self-Esteem Inventory (ESI).

Procedure and Intervention: Participants
completed two conditions separated by a 48-
hour washout period to control for residual
fatigue effects, following a counterbalanced
(cross-over) design.
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1. Baseline Condition: The Bruce Test was
performed without any form of self-talk.
2. Motivational  Self-Talk  Condition:
Participants were instructed to use the
phrase "l can, keep going!" whenever
they experienced fatigue, difficulty, or
pain during the test. A self-talk
manipulation checklist was administered
after each condition to ensure adherence.

Data Analysis: The data were analyzed using
a 2-way Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) with
repeated measures on the self-talk factor,
using SPSS software (version 26).

Results

The 2-way ANOVA results demonstrated
significant effects on both performance and
perceived exertion:

e Endurance Performance: There was a
highly significant main effect of
motivational self-talk, leading to a
substantial improvement in endurance
performance (F(1,34)=316.3; p<0.001;
12=0.90). Crucially, the interaction effect
between self-talk and self-esteem was
also significant (F(1,34)=11.02; p=0.002;
n2=0.24). Specifically, motivational self-
talk resulted in a greater improvement in
performance for individuals with high
self-esteem (14.59—15.87 min)
compared to those with low self-esteem
(13.79—14.66 min).

e Perceived Exertion (RPE): A significant
main effect of motivational self-talk was
found, resulting in a significant reduction
in perceived exertion across all
participants  (F(1,34)=57.2; p<0.001;
1n2=0.62). Furthermore, the interaction
effect between self-talk and self-esteem
was significant (F(1,34)=4.67; p=0.038;
1n2=0.12). The reduction in RPE was
significantly greater in the high self-
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esteem group (13.61—11.62) compared
to the low self-esteem  group
(14.55—13.44)

Conclusion

The findings provide strong experimental
evidence supporting the Self-Talk Dissonance
Hypothesis in a sports context.

The enhanced effectiveness of motivational
self-talk in the high self-esteem group is
attributed to the congruence between the
conscious motivational message ("l can, keep
going!"—System 2) and their positive,
automatic, internal beliefs (System 1). This
harmony allows the positive self-talk to
function optimally, boosting effort, increasing
confidence, and significantly reducing
perceived pressure—a key mechanism for
improved endurance performance.

In contrast, the lower efficacy of self-talk in
the low self-esteem group confirms the
prediction of dissonance. For these
individuals, the conscious motivational phrase
was likely in conflict with their core negative
self-beliefs. This internal conflict diverted
cognitive resources, leading to smaller
performance gains and a less significant
reduction in perceived exertion.

The study concludes that motivational self-
talk is a powerful intervention for endurance
performance and perceived pressure but its
efficacy is moderated by an athlete's inherent
self-esteem. These results underscore the need
for personalized mental skills training in sport
psychology, suggesting that for athletes with
low self-esteem, preliminary interventions
focused on improving core self-beliefs may be
necessary before positive motivational self-
talk can be fully beneficial.
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