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STAGES OF PLAYER
DEVELOPMENT
• If we are to consider player
development to occur in stages, it
becomes important to respect the
value of each stage and not sacrifice
the practice of its psychological skills in
an effort to accelerate player learning
and / or progression

PSYCHOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT
• From a performance standpoint, the
goal of psychological development is to
increase one's enjoyment and
satisfaction when playing tennis as well
as to improve the basic and specific
mental qualities challenged during
match play.

MENTAL SKILLS TRAINING
• Mental skills are important for all players,
regardless of level or stage of development.
• For younger players, however, establishing a
base of mental fundamentals related to daily
practice and competitive skills is of utmost
importance and will serve as a springboard
for their continued growth as healthy
competitors (Lubbers, 2001).

PLAYERS AGED
10 AND UNDER

KNOWING 10 & UNDERS
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Want instant gratification / Anxious for immediate
pleasure.
Possess poor capacity to concentrate but great
imagination.
Egocentric: Only want to play and experience things
individually, and be the centre of attention.
Limited social interaction: Initially oriented toward
adults.
Great disposition to learn, to gather information, to
be useful and to do things well.
Inquisitive and continuously ask questions.
Children of this age learn quickly
Think intuitively and pre-operationally and then with
concrete operations.
Slowly begin to accept external rules. Persistent and
obstinate.
Lose interest with lack of variety in activities or
incompatible stimuli.
Need constant praise, achievement and success.
Start comparing with others, and have a tendency to
thrive on rivalry (competition).
Learn through repetition and experience.
Progressive development of self-identity / concept.
Attention is short and haphazard in nature

WHAT DO 10 & UNDER NEED?
• According to coaches, the mental skills
most needed by players aged under 10
are in order of importance:
–
–
–
–
–
–

enjoyment / fun,
focus / concentration,
emotional control,
honesty / integrity,
self-confidence
motivation / passion (Gould et al., 1999a).

10 & UNDER WHAT TO DO
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Fun is crucial à Create varied and fun practices that ensure immediate success.
Practice is rehearsal.
Concrete verbal instruction is insufficient and demonstrations are key.
Mental effort will need to be high to account for poor concentration
Help players develop a deep love for the sport
Foster an enjoyable task-oriented environment
Tailor learning to the individual as much as possible by using simple, high
activity games with few rules.
Introduce good behaviour and sportsmanship skills.
Set up situations that require to explore and problemsolve, in order to helped
them to develop their intellectual skills accordingly.
Establish discipline by setting limits, establishing rules, and bestowing
punishments or rewards for behaviour.
Positive reinforcement (praise, encouragement) / instruction as role model.
Focus on the player and the performance, not results / outcomes.
Avoid problems that create self-doubt and anxiety

THE 11 - 14
AGE GROUP

KNOWING 11 – 14’S
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Can establish medium and long
term goals.
Improved rationality and move
toward abstract thinking.
Display greater enthusiasm
toward participation in activities.
More tolerant and possess a
more established sense of
humour.
Socially oriented toward peer
interaction, cooperation and
approval.
Less accepting of what adults tell
them.
Interested in assuming more
active roles in their training and
practice to improve their skills
and gradually accep more
responsibility.
Greater understanding of what is
required in committing to tennis.

WHAT DO 11 - 14 NEED?
•
•
•
•

Independence begins.
Socialisation is key
Respect rules
Gain the recognition of
significant others
• Have positive learning
experiences
• Enjoy a sense of
accomplishment and
competence.
• Coaches believe that
concentration, enjoyment /
fun, motivation, goal-setting,
practice intensity, and selfconfidence are the skills most
needed by tennis players aged
between 11-14 (Gould et al.,
1999a).

11 - 14 WHAT TO DO?
• Use cooperative games and drills to
practice with purpose / intensity.
• Create a task oriented motivational
climate / learning environment.
• Use open and two-way communication.
• Use mental training in on-court tennis
practices.

THE 14 - 16
AGE GROUP

KNOWING 14 – 16’S
• Social orientation toward
individualising themselves.
• Focus more on establishing their
own identities.
• More questioning and
analysing: Complex extractions
and concepts.
• Abstract and critical thinking.
• Can be obstinate, indifferent,
but also idealistic and
committed.
• Have to deal with the conflict
between emotion and thought.
• Occasional crisis of identity in
search of a stable self-image.

WHAT DO 14 – 16’S NEED?
•

•

•

•

Psychological skills assume even
greater importance among players of
this age (Lubbers, 2001), particularly
with puberty affecting all players
differently.
From a cognitive standpoint, players
begin to adopt more formal thought
and logical operations. Moral
reasoning also progresses from just
following the rules to understanding
acceptable behaviour.
Social development during this stage
is strongly affected by the culture of
group, thus affecting the individual
player's self-identity.
Emotions are at all times high as the
personality conflict experienced by
the adolescent causes a continuous
shift of moods, behaviours and
attitudes.

14 - 16 WHAT TO DO?
• Encourage self-development
• Help players first identify
where they are at
• Assist them to put in place a
plan to get to where they
want
• Create an optimal
competitive / decision
making environment.
• Ensure players travel with
coaches to competitions.
• Mental training both onand off-court is part of the
regular training programme.

THE 16 - 18
AGE
GROUP

KNOWING THE 16 – 18’S
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Responsible for their goals.
More controlled personality.
Centered and focussed on the
'big decision' of becoming a
'pro'.
Start to develop stable, clear
and deep relationships with
others.
Show interest in their
surroundings.
Think more about the future.
Less sensitive to external
stimuli.
Increased importance of selfdirection, self-actualisation and
self-expression.

WHAT DO 16 – 18’S NEED?
• Showing mature reasoning processes and
assimilating facts systematically.
• Typically their thought processes are more advanced
than their social skills and emotional development
(Woods, 2001).
• The individual progresses to independence and
responsibility.
• Required to travel on their own, organise individual
practices, enter tournaments, deal with agents, the
media and fans, and even hire a coach.
• Motivation and emotional control (i.e. ability to cope
with stress) can be severely tested.

16 - 18 WHAT TO DO?
• Assist them in finding their place in life and society
• Help them in making fundamental life choices and
decisions.
• Use complex and integrated training.
• Practices should demand strong work ethics of the
players.
• Provide training and competition opportunities to
foster independence, social interaction, decisionmaking, planning, goal-setting and responsibility.
• Provide honest and accurate feedback to players and
their parents about the players‘ prospects of turning
professional.

THE
PROFESSIONAL
TENNIS GROUP

KNOWING THE PROS
• Fully responsible for their
goals.
• Committed to their tennis
careers.
• Less critical and impulsive.
• More analytical.
• Know how to learn from
experience.
• Balanced personalities.
• Periods of self-doubt almost
surpassed.
• Self-identity still being
shaped but almost
complete.

WHAT DO THE PROS NEED?
• Win under maximum
pressure
• Develop interests away from
tennis (friends, free time,
hobbies, etc.) to ensure a
balanced life.
• Winning / losing: Prioritise
performance and outcome
goals.
• Develop self-regulation skills
(learn to take decisions with
conviction and manage an
increasingly complex physical
and social environment).
• Increasingly able to deal with
injuries and their
consequences.

PRO PLAYERS WHAT TO DO?
• Coaches are virtually enlisted as
advisors to players
• Provide balance in decisions and
actions
• Be available to offer guidance and
direction when asked to

CORE MENTAL SKILLS
10 & Under

11 - 14

14 - 16

16 - 18

18 +

à Mental
fundamentals:
motivation,
self-confidence,
self-esteem,
positive feel,
act and react.
àCoach to
avoid problems
that create selfdoubt and
anxiety.
à Positive
attitude to
winning, losing
and skill
development.

à Rituals,
match
preparation.
à Selfconfidence:
power walk,
self-talk.
à Focussing.
à Stress /
mistake
management
à Practice with
intensity.
à Tolerate
frustration, win
or lose.
àPut winning
and losing into
a healthy
perspective.

à Individual's
ideal
performance
state (IPS).
à Specific
breathing
techniques.
à Mistakes are
part of learning.
à Combine
tennis with
academic
activities if
possible.
à Develop
balanced
attributional
patterns for
wins and losses.
à Differentiate
between effort
and ability.

àUse imagery
and breathing.
à
Concentrate /
focus on-court.
à Use
advanced
emotional
control
strategies.
à Fully develop
awareness and
control of
individual IPS.
à Automate
effective mental
skill response
on-court.
à Learn from
wins as well as
from losses.

àUse imagery
to rehearse
motor skills
and/or tactics.
à Use of
emotional
control
strategies both
on- and offcourt.
à Variety of
concentration
skills.
à All strategies
should be
tailored to the
players' needs.
à Maintain
ambition and
persistence
under pressure
and adversity.

THE RETIRING
TENNIS
PLAYERS

KNOWING THE RETIRING
PLAYER
• One of the most powerful, significant and potentially
traumatic experiences encountered by players
• Involves a variety of unique experiences that sets it
apart from that of retirement from other
professional pursuits.
• Tennis careers are typically shorter than most other
careers or occupations
• Most players retire, voluntarily or involuntarily,
during their mid to late twenties.
• Players are then forced to contend with this early
age of career termination, as well as the want or
need to find another career.

WHAT DO THE RETIRING
PLAYERS NEED?
• Understand the psychology of
retirement
• Experience positive closure of their
tennis careers
• Foster the development of a new
identity
• Encourage growth in their post tennis
life

RETIRING PLAYERS WHAT TO
DO?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Help them in learning copying skills
Provide social support
Assist in the pre-retirement planning
Encourage dual-careers in tennis
Ensuring open channels of communication
Educating players on several matters related
to retirement
• Acknowledging past achievements of players,
and guiding them as to career future
opportunities

