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Abstract
Coaches, parents and players often overlook 
character building and individual development 
when assessing the benefits of sport and what 
it can teach us. We are so focused on winning 
(destination or outcome) that we miss the learning 
(journey or process). This article discusses what 
broader life lessons young players can learn 
through their participation in sport and the vital 
role and responsibility coaches have in helping 
them learn these lessons. Tennis teaches much 
about the social and psychological skills any young 
person will need for the challenges they will face, 
both on and off the court. I have closely studied the 
behaviour of aspiring and young professional tennis 
players for nearly 40 years and I would like to 
share some of the things I have learned about how 
playing the game can help prepare them for life. I 
will illustrate with examples from my own journey 
and, in particular, will highlight the importance 
of developing self-belief as the key to facing the 
challenges of sport and life with clear purpose 
and confidence. I demonstrate through my Clear 
Links Model of Self-belief how a heightened self-
awareness can help to build the self-belief we all 
need.
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Introduction
‘Do you think this junior is going to make it as a 
professional?’

If you coach talented children, this question is 
asked regularly. A coach recently commented 
to me that we don’t look for fruits on a recently 
planted sapling, but we are asked this question 
of young players when their tennis careers 
will probably mature a decade later. We also 
know that only a handful of those thousands of 
children who started tennis a decade ago in the 
UK, are now in the top 200 in the world.

When returning from a tournament, do we 
ask players what they have learned or do 
we ask, did you win? Are we focusing on the 
lessons learnt along the journey or purely on 
the outcome? To do so may encourage parents 
to sign their children up to the sport, enjoy 
the experience more, rather than trying to 
constantly push them to become future stars. 
The role of an ideal tennis or sporting parent 
is indeed a balancing act. You have to sacrifice 
a lot of time, effort and money whilst being an 
unconditional, non-judgemental observer who 
provides social and parenting support. Actually, 
the reality is that most successful youngsters 
achieving at the highest level are very self-
driven.

It is so important for youngsters not to tie their 
own self-worth to the amount of trophies they 
have in their cabinet at home. A few of my 
highly competitive juniors get so demoralised 
if they don’t win a particular tournament. 
We need to emphasise the value of character 
development, improved self-discipline, goal 
setting and other important skills these young 
people have to master at a relatively early age.



APPLIED COACHING RESEARCH JOURNAL 2020, Vol. 6

40

The following is a short list of some of the skills 
youngsters gain on the tennis court and can benefit 
from in all spheres of life. They learn how to:

•   behave appropriately when meeting other 
players, parents, coaches and officials

•  control their emotions and behaviour when the 
anxiety of a big match or moment sets in or 
when they encounter bad behaviour from others

•  make fair and honest line calls under pressure  

•  negotiate towards a fair outcome when there is a 
dispute

•  think clearly on their feet

•  assess behaviour and body language of other 
players

•  compete with a 100% effort even though winning 
is not guaranteed

•  develop teamwork and communicate with a 
doubles partner

•  build self-belief to deliver confident future 
performances in a range of circumstances.

My journey towards self-belief
My competitive tennis journey included a battle 
against the fear of losing or letting a lead slip 
following early successes as a 10 year old. 
Following a very disappointing loss when I 
squandered countless match points (17 in total) as 
a 16 year old, I realised I had to change my thought 
patterns, habits and mindset. I read the Inner Game 
of Tennis (Gallwey, 1974) and started altering my 
mental approach.

•  I improved my focus (present moment 
awareness, breathing and relaxation exercises) 
with emphasis on strategy and playing the very 
next point.

•  I forgot mistakes immediately unless a lesson 
was to be learnt.

• I reframed my self-talk to positive. 

• I vividly visualised optimistic performances.

I worked hard on this new approach to my game. 
In an amazing reverse of fortunes, I won the South 
African Junior Grass Court Championships two 
weeks later. The prize was an air ticket to London, 
Junior Wimbledon and a realisation that I could be a 
professional tennis player.

During my early years on the ATP Tour I had 
to convince myself (with focused effort and 
visualisation techniques) that I had the ability to 
beat any opponent. Six years later in the third set 
tie-breaker at the Kremlin Cup in Moscow, I was 
very focused on my strategy and the very next 
point. I hit a winning forehand, I pumped my fist 
and said “come on, next point” to my partner. He ran 
and jumped into my arms, shouting “we’ve won!” I 
was so engrossed in my strategy and the moment 
that I did not realise it was championship point! 
This transformation taught me the valuable lesson 
of what you can achieve when you develop your 
self-awareness, focus and mindset. It also gave me 
the self-belief to eventually beat players like Goran 
Ivanisevic, Andy Roddick and even Roger Federer 
on a given day.
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How do you build self-belief?
I have been asked this question many times.

Through observation, interviews, gathering of 
information and years of playing experience, I have 
developed a model to illustrate how an individual 
can build self-belief over a sustained period of time. 
I call it the Clear Links Model of Self-belief.

I conducted surveys with 65 tennis players from 
a range of levels (average to top juniors, club and 
recreational players) from 2018 to 2020. I found 
that more than 90% of those people who rated 
higher on the scale of self-belief were able to learn 
and move on from their mistakes. Whereas 85% of 
players who rated lower on self-belief were not 
able to move on from mistakes. Unsurprisingly, out 
of those who ranked lower on self-belief, 63% often 
question their abilities after one or two errors, and 
29% always question their abilities after one or two 
errors.

Bradberry (2009) describes the habit of setting 
small attainable goals and then recording small 
victories as a brilliant way to build confidence 
and self-belief. People with self-belief often focus 
on their strengths and think about their goals and 
values, rather than revisiting their mistakes.

Self-belief in action
Piet Norval, one of my doubles partners, childhood 
friend and practice partner (Olympic silver 
medallist, ATP Finals Doubles Champion) provides a 
compelling example of the power of self-belief. 

At first his highly optimistic beliefs and behaviour 
intrigued me. His ultra-optimistic mindset, high 
expectations and self-efficacy helped him to achieve 
performances beyond his talent level. But when 
questioning performers who exceeded their level 
of talent, I realised most had a very good recall of 
their own good moments, which contrasted with the 
general tendency to dwell on memories of their own 
mistakes (survival instinct – focusing on moments of 
anxiety or threat). 

Piet’s memories would focus on different moments 
of the match as well as the ability to see things 
through a different, more optimistic lens. In doing 
this he was able to build a sustained high level of 
expectation about his future performances. I must 
stress that an optimistic mindset can facilitate an 
improvement in performance but only when in 
combination with a strong foundation of practice, 
preparation and a history of match success. 

The Clear Links Model of Self-belief
Let me now illustrate how the Clear Links Model of Self-Belief can be used by individuals to 
consciously build their self-belief. Self-belief provides the necessary foundation for confident and 
sustained performance when facing the challenges of sport and, indeed, life in all its aspects.



APPLIED COACHING RESEARCH JOURNAL 2020, Vol. 6

42

Perceptions
This continuous interdependent cycle starts with our 
perception of reality. Every detail of information 
matters. It is affected by our own biases and the 
brain’s internal model which is the way our brain 
conserves energy by approximating or predicting 
what we might experience. For further information, 
see Eagleman (2015).

Memories
Secondly, our memories are not recordings of our 
lives. We can decide what to remember, good or 
bad. Following Piet’s example and the way in which 
Jack Nicklaus (former number one golfer in the 
world) anchored his good performances and deleted 
all the day’s bad shots will boost your memory bank 
of optimism.

Narratives
The narrative, which is the story we constantly tell 
about ourselves and what others believe about us, 
is then shaped. The importance of the narrative is 
not only giving commentary on the past but also 
in helping to predict the future and the level of our 
expectations.

Beliefs
Finally, our narratives shape our beliefs. We 
consciously and subconsciously filter information 
to shape our beliefs and these add meaning to 
our experiences. The Reticular Activating System 
(RAS) that operates in our brainstem filters all 
the information we are exposed to. The RAS will 
emphasise important information and dismiss 
those of less importance or not in line with our 
beliefs. This means that our already held beliefs will 
continually be re-enforced. If we use this flow of 
information to our benefit and approach life with 
optimism, we can really build a strong sustained 
self-belief.

This continuous interdependent flow of information 
can be controlled through our optimistic lens of 
interpretations, but it requires a heightened sense of 
self- awareness. The end result or aim is a virtuous 
cycle of confident future performance. It is vital for 
coaches to understand the sensitivity of information 
flow and how the cycle will greatly influence their 
player’s level of expectation in relation to future 
performance. The way we build confidence and 
narratives around our players can be pivotal in their 
future lives. 
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Case study – using the Clear Links Model in practice
Last year, a highly competitive 14-year-old player 
with high aspirations told me he hated tie-breakers, 
after a string of tie-break losses. We discussed 
his goals and that he will probably have to play 
lots more in the future. We decided to change his 
perceptions, narrative and terminology regarding 
tie-breakers. He planned to use visualisation 
techniques, adapt his language and narrative to 
enjoy the battle of close tie-breakers.

Initially, he encountered two problems. He could 
hardly remember any good points from all his 
previous victories. We had to look back through his 
earlier results to remind him of significant wins. 
Secondly, he lost the points when he tried to vividly 
visualise significant match-winning moments. He 
said the opponent kept returning his best shots. 
He agreed to persevere until he could vividly see 
himself finishing the match with his strength – the 
forehand. It took several weeks of practising his 
new habits and perceptions but within a six-month 
period he won six out of seven tie-breakers. He is 
now convinced that he actually enjoys playing tie-
breakers, hence a more optimistic expectation of the 
future. Importantly, this process of transformation 
enabled him to change his perceptions on the 
importance of winning and he also adopted a 
healthier perspective on his own self-worth in 
relation to competition. 

Summary
This virtuous cycle of performance is strongly 
related to the enhancement of player self-belief 
and to the achievement of concrete results in the 
sporting arena. But that is not all. Self-belief builds 
strong characters that are able to face all life's 
challenges with purpose and confidence. Coaches, 
parents, supporters and players should be as much 
concerned with building rounded human beings as 
with tournament winners.

References
Bradberry, T and Greaves, J. (2009) Emotional 
Intelligence 2.0. San Diego: TalentSmart

Eagleman, D. (2015) The Brain: The Story of You. 
Canongate Books Ltd

Gallwey, W.T. (1974) The Inner Game of Tennis. New 
York: Random House. 

Contact 
Marius Barnard –  
mariusbarnardtennis@gmail.com


