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INTRODUCTION
In tennis, the ages of 15-18 are considered
key from a player development perspective.
It is here, where the best male and female
players add physical power and tactical
nouse to their already well-honed technical
games. These four years also represent a
period where important decisions must be
made with respect to a chosen competitive
pathway. 

Long considered one of the primary breeding
grounds for budding professional players
(MacCurdy, 2000), the International Tennis
Federation Junior Circuit's (ITFJC) importance
to player development is anecdotally, very

well recognised (van Fraayenhoven, 2004).
However, only Miley and Nesbitt (1995) have
attempted to link ranking achievement in the
junior game to later, professional success. It
is this article's intention to explore this rela-
tionship in the male game for all top 20 ITF-
ranked juniors between 1992-98. A future
paper will discuss the implications of the
ITFJC for female player development. 

RESULTS  AND  DISCUSSION
The seven year period from 1992-98 saw a
total of 116 boys, from 40 countries, achieve
a top 20 ITF junior ranking (JR). Twenty-four
players were ranked
inside the top 20 on
more than one occa-
sion. Argentina and
the United States
each had nine players
with a top 20 JR, while
14 countries had three
or more top 20-ranked
juniors in this seven
year stretch. 

Table 1 illustrates that
91% (106 / 116) of
these top 20 juniors
went on to attain a
professional men's
ranking. Superficially, a comparison of the
ranking highs within the junior top 20 sug-
gests that higher ranked junior players tend
to also achieve higher professional rankings.
The mean age at which all top 20 juniors
achieved their highest professional ranking
was 23.5 ± 2 years.

The percentage of top ranked junior players
to build on their U/18 successes and reach
common ranking goals in the professional
game is depicted in Table 2. Forty-five per-
cent of all top 20-ranked junior players from
1992-98 broke into the professional top 100,
while slightly more than one in every third
went on to reach the top 50. These figures
increase to 56% and 44% respectively when
only top 5-ranked juniors are considered.
Indeed, one in every four of this group of
players reached a top 10 professional rank-
ing. Some similarity exists between the pro-
fessional ranking progression of the top 6-10

and the top 11-15 ranked juniors, and
although fewer top 16-20 juniors reached the
professional top 100, their representation in
the professional top 20 and 10 compares
favorably.

ITF  Junior
Ranking

Professional  Ranking  

Top  100 Top  50 Top  20 Top  10

1-5 56% 44% 34% 25%

6-10 42% 36% 16% 10%

11-15 48% 34% 19% 15%

16-20 31% 19% 19% 8%

All 45% 34% 22% 15%
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ITF  Junior  
Ranking

Total  Junior
Players

Players  to  be  
ranked  

professionally

Highest
Ranking

Age  at  highest  ranking

Mean Mean St  Dev

1-5 32 31 89.2 23.5 1.9

6-10 31 29 142.9 22.8 1.5

11-15 27 24 168.5 23.6 2.1

16-20 26 22 175.3 24.2 2.4

All 116 106 139.7 23.5 2.0

Table  1.  Mean highest professional ranking for top 20 junior boys and mean age at which it was achieved.

Table  2.  Likelihood (in percentage terms) of top 20-ranked juniors
reaching a top 100, 50, 20 and/or 10 professional ranking.

Roberto Bautista (ESP) helping Spain win
the Junior Davis Cup 2004. 
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INTRODUCTION
The tennis serve has become the most impor-
tant shot in both the men's and women's
game in recent years. Therefore, increasing
its speed is vital in today's game.
Traditionally, when talking about how to
teach the technique of a particular shot, it
comes to mind that a student executes the
specific shot and then the coach either ver-
bally (giving verbal instructions) or visually
(shows the movement) tries to make the
appropriate corrections. With the advance-
ment of science, new ways of teaching skills
have evolved. One such method is imagery.
That is, having the student see a model play-
er executing a particular shot and then trying
to rehearse it in his mind. Imagery works bet-
ter in conjunction with physical practice, the
player sees the shot, visualizes it, and then
executes it physically.

Another way to improve serve speed is
through strength training. Given that quality
of technique as well as all other physical
characteristics of two players are the same
(height, weight etc.), the stronger player will
serve faster. The fundamental strength train-
ing exercise for improving throwing speed in
all throwing based sports such as baseball,
javelin, etc. and therefore tennis serve, is the
bench press. 

METHOD
After taking into consideration all the above
information, the aim of this research was to
investigate the effects of the coach's feed-
back, imagery rehearsal, strength training
and their combination on the tennis serve
speed of young tennis players. The interven-
tion program lasted for 8 consecutive weeks.
The participants, 48 young tennis players
aged 8-12 years old (Mean=10.20) had 2-4
years of tennis experience and were random-
ly assigned to 5 groups (all groups practiced
with a certified coach 3 times per week for 90
min per practice): The Control group (C) par-
ticipated in tennis practices without practic-
ing their serve. The Serve Practice group
(SP), whose participants executed 30 serves
per practice under the supervision of a coach
who, made corrections (traditional way). The
Serve Practice and Strength Training group
(SPST), whose participants followed the (SP)
group training regiment but, after their ten-
nis practice, they were involved in strength
training (3 sets of bench-press at 50%, 75% &
100% of 10RM). The Mental Training and
Serve Practice group (MTSP), who took part
in a mental training program prior to their
tennis practice. Specifically, the participants
of this group watched a video tape with a 14-
year-old elite tennis player (whose service
technique was rated as perfect by 3 expert

tennis coaches) serving 9 serves; the first 2
at normal speed, the next 2 at half speed, the
next one frame by frame having an expert
coach emphasize 5 technical elements of a
correct serve1, the next 2 at half speed and
finally the last 2 at normal speed. Then, the
participants closed their eyes, focused on
their breathing for 30 sec and then tried to
visualise themselves executing their serves
as they saw in the video tape (2 min). Finally,
they rated the quality of their imagery and
went to the court where they also executed
30 serves. 

The Mental Training, Serve Practice and
Strength Training group (MTSPST) followed a
combination of the (MTSP) and (SPST) train-
ing regiments. One week before the initiation
and one week after the end of the interven-
tion program, all participants were measured
on their serve speed using a radar gun (the
mean speed of 6 serves that landed into the
service box were taken into account - young
players served form the service line to ensure
success), imagery ability, and bench press
strength (10RM). 

RESULTS
Interestingly, the results showed that the
MTSP group had the largest increase in the
tennis serve speed, followed by the MTSPST
and SPST groups who had about the same
amount of increase. The SP group showed a
small improvement while the participants of
the C group increased their serve speed by
only 1.5miles/hour. 

As for upper body strength, the strength
training group participants significantly
improved on their bench-press 10RM. On the
contrary, those players who did not partici-
pate in strength training showed only a slight
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Mental imagery combined with physical
practice is the most effective way to

improve serving technique and increase
serving speed in young tennis players.

1These were: 1. Start with the body weight on the front foot and bounce the ball. 2. Bring both the hitting and the tossing arm together while the body weight
moves to the back foot. 3. Toss the ball and have the shoulder of the tossing arm higher than the one of the hitting arm. 4. Immediately after tossing the ball,
bend the knees, put the racket in to the backscratch position and then jump and hit the ball over an imaginary high volleyball net (high). 5. Land in front of
the baseline with the left foot first and then the right one.

CONCLUSION
The selection of the appropriate means
through which to develop the necessary per-
sonal, physical and game-based skills for
successful, professional tennis performance
is one that confronts all serious, competitive
players. The achievement of a boys' top 20
junior world ranking would appear to be a
reasonable yardstick of playing talent and a

worthwhile developmental goal for all aspir-
ing male professionals. A comparison of the
significance of the ITFJC with that of other
developmental pathways such as the US
College system is eagerly anticipated.

REFERENCES
Fraayenhoven, F.v. (2004). Personal

communication.

MacCurdy, D. (2000). Challenges to American

Tennis. In M. Crespo, Miley, D. & M. Reid

(Eds). Top Tennis Coaching. Proceedings of

the 11th ITF Worldwide Coaches Workshop.

Casablanca. Morocco. (pp. 10-12). London.

ITF Ltd.

Miley, D., & Nesbitt, J. (1995). ITF Junior tourna-

ments Are A Good Indicator. ITF Coaching &

Sport Science Review, 7, 12.




