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ABSTRACT 

 

Objective The main objective of this doctoral dissertation is to contribute to the 

conceptualization of athletic success and the sports career of tennis players. Upon using a 

biographical studies approach, life stories of tennis players will be collected, and, based on their 

personal experiences, differences will be identified among tennis players at different levels of 

success. Three specific objectives have been set for three studies (Study 1, Study 2, and Study 

3). Study 1 aimed to research various negative life events/circumstances (injuries, lack of 

financial resources, failure to be selected for the national team) and the way in which such 

events, based on personal experience, influenced the tennis careers of players. Study 2 aimed 

to explore the developmental pathway of tennis players and how different developmental paths 

of early, optimal and late specialization affected their tennis careers and success. Study 3 aimed 

to research the perspectives of tennis players at different levels of success and the impact of 

social capital, especially in relation to their families, as well as how this affected their long-

term athletic development and achieved success. 

 

Study 1 methods Thirty players were interviewed by using purposive sampling. The study 

participants were composed of three categories of male tennis players, as follows: (1) Grand 

Slam winners (N = 10), i.e., tennis players who won at least one of the four major Grand Slam 

tournaments in tennis (Australian Open, Roland Garros, Wimbledon or US Open), (2) players 

ranked between position 150 and 300 on the professional men’s tennis ranking list (N = 10) 

(according to the official website of the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP)), and (3) 

senior players with national rank between 1st and 10th position on the national ranking list or on 

the ATP ranking list between position 500 and 1500 (N = 10). This study researched various 

negative life events/circumstances (injuries, lack of financial resources, failure to be selected 

for the national team) and the way in which such events, based on personal experience, 

influenced the tennis careers of players. Upon reflecting on the research problem, the following 

research question was posed: "According to the players' personal experience, did, and if so, 

how did various negative life events/circumstances (injuries, lack of financial resources, failure 

to be selected for the national team) influence their tennis careers"? Data collection was 

organized by using the semi-structured interview method (qualitative methodological 

approach), and data analysis was conducted by using reflexive thematic analysis. 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

Study 1 results Upon applying data analysis, three distinct, but inter-related topics were 

produced: injuries, lack of financial resources, failure to be selected for the national team. 

Participants at the third level of success experienced a peaceful and harmonious beginning of 

their career until the transition from junior to senior tennis. During this period, various problems 

started to occur, most often injuries. For participants at the third level of success, the onset of 

injuries during this phase was often a disruptive and unpleasant experience. Participants at the 

second level of success, especially players who were very talented, were more prone to injuries 

due to overtraining. Despite frequent injuries, Grand Slam winners managed to overcome the 

aforementioned situations by recovering and continuing, as well as at times even playing despite 

certain functional limitations. It can be said that they possessed greater resilience and 

determination in overcoming such situations, driven by a focused determination and a desire 

for achieving success. The logistical demands of competitive tennis posed problems for 

participants at the second and third level of success, whereas for Grand Slam winners, the lack 

of financial resources showed as a strong stimulus for achieving the greatest success. Talent 

identification became a key characteristic for national systems. Grand Slam winners, as gifted 

players, had support from their national tennis federations, which can be associated with their 

later success. A key finding of the study is that, regardless of the tennis players' level of success, 

negative life events/circumstances were particularly challenging for some of the participants. 

Study 1 conclusion This research provided evidence regarding a range of challenges faced by 

tennis players during their development to a certain level of success. Tennis players of different 

success levels dealt with challenges differently, despite injuries, financial difficulties, and 

failure to be selected for the national team. Therefore, differences between various levels of 

success among tennis players relate more to overcoming various negative life events/ 

circumstances (injuries, lack of financial resources, failure to be selected for the national team) 

which athletes faced during their tennis careers. This study can contribute to expanding insight 

on the impact of negative life events/circumstances on an athlete's tennis career, and could teach 

young tennis players to accept various negative events/circumstances with the goal of achieving 

top level results. 

 

Study 2 methods Thirty players were interviewed by using purposive sampling. The study 

participants were composed of three categories of male tennis players, as follows: (1) Grand 

Slam winners (N = 10), i.e., tennis players who won at least one of the four major Grand Slam 

tournaments in tennis (Australian Open, Roland Garros, Wimbledon or US Open), (2) players 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

ranked between position 150 and 300 on the professional men’s tennis ranking list (N = 10) 

(according to the official website of the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP)), and (3) 

senior players with national rank between 1st and 10th position on the national ranking list or on 

the ATP ranking list between position 500 and 1500 (N = 10). This study researched the 

developmental pathways of tennis players and how different developmental paths of early, 

optimal and late specialization affected their tennis careers and success. Upon reflecting on the 

research problem, the following research question was posed: „Which events do tennis players 

perceive as the start of their sport specialization in tennis, and when did it begin for them (early, 

optimal, or late)?” Data collection was organized by using the semi-structured interview method 

(qualitative methodological approach), and data analysis was conducted by using reflexive 

thematic analysis. 

Study 2 results Data analysis resulted in seven sub-topics which were presented within three 

main topics: (I) engaging in tennis, (II) decisions, and (III) timing of specialization. An early 

start in playing tennis characterized almost all participants at the second and third level of 

success. They had a similar early start (at the age of six or seven), while Grand Slam winners 

started somewhat earlier (at the age of four or five). The beginnings of Grand Slam winners 

were marked by a small number of trainings per week, and they emphasized that tennis was not 

the only sport they engaged in. Participants at the second and third level of success stated that 

they were specialized too early and narrowly, frequently participated in competitions, and 

described joining world-renowned tennis academies as a bad decision. Grand Slam winners, as 

a positive example, highlighted joining an elite group of players with whom they trained, and 

considered the support they received from their teammates as significant for their later success. 

Data analysis showed that Grand Slam winners specialized later. Grand Slam winners believe 

that children at an early age should develop their motor skills by engaging in other sports and 

that targeted and intensive trainings (narrow specialization) in tennis should not be introduced 

too early. 

Study 2 conclusion This research elaborated the difficulties tennis players face on their path to 

success, while enabling future tennis players, coaches and other sports personnel to plan the 

optimal timing for initiating sports specialization in tennis. Therefore, the mentioned standards 

should be introduced into future practice in order to assist sports communities and service 

providers to make all processes more efficient. It is important that first contact with tennis is 

arranged earlier in youth with the aim of triggering a love for the sport and creating a positive 

feeling towards playing tennis. Specialization (targeted and more intensive trainings) is 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

recommended in late adolescence, as early sports specialization includes significant risks of 

sports injuries, experiencing high psychological stress, and often resulting in dropping out of 

the sport. It is desirable for tennis players, in addition to tennis trainings, to also engage in other 

sports to develop various skills and abilities from which they will have long-term benefits in 

achieving greater success in tennis. 

 

Study 3 methods Thirty players were interviewed by using purposive sampling. The study 

participants were composed of three categories of male tennis players, as follows: (1) Grand 

Slam winners (N = 10), i.e., tennis players who won at least one of the four major Grand Slam 

tournaments in tennis (Australian Open, Roland Garros, Wimbledon or US Open), (2) players 

ranked between position 150 and 300 on the professional men’s tennis ranking list (N = 10) 

(according to the official website of the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP)), and (3) 

senior players with national rank between 1st and 10th position on the national ranking list or 

on the ATP ranking list between position 500 and 1500 (N = 10). This study researched the 

perspectives of tennis players at different levels of success and the impact of social capital, 

especially in relation to their families, as well as how this affected their long-term athletic 

development and achieved success. Upon reflecting on the research problem, the following 

research question was posed: “Do tennis players at different levels of success consider social 

capital as a key factor for the development of their tennis careers, and how did family and their 

surroundings affect their development?” Data collection was organized by using the semi-

structured interview method (qualitative methodological approach), and data analysis was 

conducted by using reflexive thematic analysis. 

Study 3 results Data analysis showed that social capital in a sports environment has significant 

impact on the athletic development of tennis players, however that it differs according to the 

player's level of success. All family members involved in the athletic upbringing of participants 

at the third level of success were actively engaged in their sports development. In addition to 

emotional support from family members, financial and logistical support was also present. The 

financial challenges faced by parents of participants at the third level of success had significant 

impact on their tennis careers. Fathers had the greatest influence on the player’s sports 

development, and consequently, they most frequently experienced conflicts with them. Parental 

conflicts, i.e., conflicts between the father and the mother, most often occurred due to a lack of 

financial resources. For participants at the second level of success, parents had a significant 

influence on their tennis development. The parental role was most noticeable in financial and 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

emotional support, as well as assistance during tennis tournaments. Research results showed 

that participants at the second level of success expressed a need for additional professional 

support, particularly in the coach selection process. Grand Slam winners also had family 

support and considered it as normal and very important, i.e. precisely as it should be - support 

without any pressure. Alongside the immediate family, other relatives also created a very 

supportive environment from an early age. Grand Slam winners believe that, in addition to 

family support, genetics are also very important for success. 

Study 3 conclusion Tennis players' perspectives revealed that in their long-term athletic 

development and achievements, especially in relation to their families, the influence of social 

capital played a crucial role in the process of their upbringing and support. Thus, in order to 

enhance the long-term athletic development of tennis players, families should ensure and 

provide a more significant role in accumulating social capital. However, this is neither a 

necessary, nor a sufficient condition for success. Furthermore, the research showed that 

overparenting in sports has become widespread and noticeable phenomenon at all levels of 

athletic development. Insights obtained from this research and other studies suggest that a less 

intensive parental influence can sometimes provide more beneficial results, which is an 

extremely important message. 

 

Key words: tennis, success, interview, reflexive thematic analysis, developmental path, 

specialization, social capital  

  



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

ABSTRACT IN CROATIAN LANGUAGE 

 

Cilj Glavni je cilj ove doktorske disertacije doprinijeti konceptualizaciji sportskoga uspjeha i 

sportske karijere tenisača. Pristupom biografskim studijama prikupit će se životne priče 

tenisača, te će se temeljem njihovoga osobnog doživljaja, identificirati razlike među tenisačima 

različitih razina uspješnosti. Postavljena su tri specifična cilja za tri studije (Studija 1, Studija 2 

i Studija 3). Studija 1 imala je za cilj istražiti različite negativne životne događaje/okolnosti 

(ozljede, nedostatak financija, neizbor u nacionalnu selekciju) te kako su one, na temelju 

osobnoga doživljaja, utjecale na tenisku karijeru tenisača. Studija 2 imala je za cilj istražiti 

razvojni put tenisača te kako su različiti razvojni putevi rane, optimalne i kasne specijalizacije 

utjecali na njihovu tenisku karijeru i uspjeh. Studija 3 imala je za cilj istražiti perspektive 

tenisača na različitim razinama uspjeha i utjecaj društvenoga kapitala, posebno u odnosu na 

njihovu obitelj, te kako je navedeno dugoročno utjecalo na njihov sportski razvoj i postignuti 

uspjeh. 

 

Studija 1 metode Namjernim uzorkom intervjuirano je 30 igrača. Sudionici istraživanja jesu: 

tri kategorije muških tenisača, i to: (1) Grand Slam pobjednici (N = 10), tj. igrači koji su osvojili 

barem jedan od četiriju najvećih Grand Slam turnira u tenisu (Australian Open, Roland Garros, 

Wimbledon ili US Open), (2) igrači rangirani od 150. do 300. mjesta na profesionalnoj teniskoj 

ljestvici (N = 10) (prema službenoj stranici Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP)) i (3) 

seniorski igrači nacionalnoga ranga rangirani od 1. do 10. mjesta na nacionalnoj rang-listi ili na 

ATP-ovoj ljestvici od 500. do 1500. mjesta (N = 10). U ovoj studiji istraživani su različiti 

negativni životni događaji/okolnosti (ozljede, nedostatak financija, neizbor u nacionalnu 

selekciju) te kako su one, na temelju osobnoga doživljaja, utjecale na njihovu tenisku karijeru. 

Promišljajući o istraživačkome problemu, postavilo se sljedeće istraživačko pitanje: „Jesu li, i 

ako da, na koji način, različiti negativni životni događaji/okolnosti (ozljede, nedostatak 

financija, neizbor u nacionalnu selekciju) prema osobnom doživljaju tenisača utjecali na 

njihovu tenisku karijeru?“ Prikupljanje podataka organizirano je primjenom metode 

polustrukturiranoga intervjua (kvalitativni metodološki pristup), a analiza podataka provedena 

je korištenjem refleksivne tematske analize. 

Studija 1 rezultati Analizom podataka došlo je do stvaranja triju (ozljede, nedostatak financija 

i neizbor u nacionalnu selekciju) različitih, ali međusobno povezanih tema. Sudionici treće 

razine uspješnosti imaju miran i skladan početak karijere sve do trenutka prijelaza iz 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

juniorskoga u seniorski tenis. U tome razdoblju počinju se javljati razni problemi, najčešće 

ozljede. Za sudionike treće razine uspješnosti početak ozljeda tijekom te faze često je ometajuće 

i neugodno iskustvo. Sudionici druge razine uspješnosti, posebno oni koji su vrlo talentirani,  

bili su skloniji ozljedama zbog pretreniranosti. Unatoč čestim ozljedama, Grand Slam 

pobjednici uspjeli su prevladati navedene situacije na način da su se oporavili i nastavili, a u 

pojedinim trenutcima čak i igrali usprkos određenim funkcionalnim ograničenjima.  Može se 

reći da su imali veću otpornost i odlučnost u nadilaženju navedenih situacija s usmjerenom 

odlučnošću i željom da postignu uspjeh. Logistički zahtjevi natjecateljskoga tenisa predstavljali 

su probleme sudionicima druge i treće razine uspješnosti, dok je nedostatak financija Grand 

Slam pobjednicima bio snažan poticaj za postizanje najvećega uspjeha. Identifikacija talenata 

postala je ključna karakteristika nacionalnih sustava. Grand Slam pobjednici, kao daroviti 

igrači, imali su potporu nacionalnih teniskih saveza, što se može povezati s kasnijim uspjehom. 

Ključno otkriće studije jest da su, neovisno o uspješnosti tenisača, negativni životni 

događaji/okolnosti za neke sudionike bili posebno teški. 

Studija 1 zaključak Ovo je istraživanje pružilo dokaze o nizu izazova s kojima su se suočavali 

tenisači tijekom svojega odrastanja do određene razine uspjeha. Tenisači različitih razina 

uspješnosti različito su se nosili s izazovima unatoč ozljedama, financijskim teškoćama i  

neizboru u nacionalnu selekciju. Stoga, razlike između različitih razina uspješnosti tenisača više 

se odnose na prevladavanje različitih negativnih životnih događaja/okolnosti (ozljede, financije, 

neizbor u nacionalnu selekciju) s kojima su se sportaši suočavali tijekom svoje teniske karijere. 

Ova studija može doprinijeti proširivanju znanja o utjecaju negativnih životnih 

događaja/okolnosti na tenisku karijeru sportaša, a mlade tenisače mogla bi naučiti prihvaćanju 

različitih negativnih događaja/okolnosti s ciljem postizanja vrhunskih rezultata. 

 

Studija 2 metode Namjernim uzorkom intervjuirano je 30 igrača. Sudionici istraživanja jesu: 

tri kategorije muških tenisača, i to: (1) Grand Slam pobjednici (N = 10), tj. igrači koji su osvojili 

barem jedan od četiriju najvećih Grand Slam turnira u tenisu (Australian Open, Roland Garros, 

Wimbledon ili US Open), (2) igrači rangirani od 150. do 300. mjesta na profesionalnoj teniskoj 

ljestvici (N = 10) (prema službenoj stranici Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP)) i (3) 

seniorski igrači nacionalnog ranga rangirani od 1. do 10. mjesta na nacionalnoj rang-listi ili na 

ATP-ovoj ljestvici od 500. do 1500. mjesta (N = 10). U ovoj studiji istraživani su razvojni putevi 

tenisača te kako su različiti razvojni putevi rane, optimalne i kasne specijalizacije utjecali na 

tenisku karijeru i uspjeh tenisača. Promišljajući o istraživačkome problemu, postavilo se 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

sljedeće istraživačko pitanje: „Koje događaje tenisači doživljavaju kao početak sportske 

specijalizacije u tenisu i kada je ona kod njih započela (rano, optimalno ili kasno)?“ Prikupljanje 

podataka organizirano je primjenom metode polustrukturiranoga intervjua (kvalitativni 

metodološki pristup), a analiza podataka provedena je korištenjem refleksivne tematske analize. 

Studija 2 rezultati Analiza podataka rezultirala je sa sedam podtema koje su predstavljene u 

sklopu triju glavnih tema: (I) bavljenje tenisom, (II) odluke i (III) vrijeme specijalizacije. Rani 

početak igranja tenisa obilježio je gotovo sve sudionike druge i treće razine uspješnosti. Oni su 

imali sličan rani početak (u dobi od šest ili sedam godina), dok su Grand Slam pobjednici imali 

nešto raniji početak (dob od četiri ili pet godina). Početci Grand Slam pobjednika obilježeni su  

malim brojem treninga tjedno te su oni naglašavali da im tenis nije bio jedini sport koji su igrali. 

Sudionici druge i treće razine uspješnosti kažu da su se prerano usko specijalizirali, često 

sudjelovali na natjecanjima, a odlazak u svjetski poznate akademije opisali su lošom odlukom. 

Grand Slam pobjednici, kao pozitivan primjer, istaknuli su pridruživanje elitnoj skupini igrača 

s kojom su trenirali, a podršku koju su dobivali od suigrača smatraju značajnom za svoj kasniji 

uspjeh. Analizom podataka utvrđeno da su se Grand Slam pobjednici kasnije specijalizirali. 

Grand Slam pobjednici smatraju da djeca u ranoj dobi moraju razvijati svoju motoriku 

uključivanjem u druge sportove i da ne treba rano krenuti u usmjerene i intenzivne treninge 

(uska specijalizacija) u tenisu. 

Studija 2 zaključak Ovo je istraživanje razjasnilo poteškoće s kojima se tenisači suočavaju na 

putu do uspjeha, a budućim tenisačima, trenerima i ostalom sportskome osoblju omogućuje 

planiranje optimalnoga vremena za početak sportske specijalizacije u tenisu. Stoga, te standarde 

treba uključiti u buduću praksu kako bi se pomoglo sportskim zajednicama i pružateljima 

usluga da sve procese učine učinkovitijima. Važno je da prvi doticaj s tenisom bude organiziran 

ranije u mladosti s ciljem izazivanja ljubavi prema sportu i s ciljem stvaranja pozitivnog 

osjećaja bavljenjem tenisom. Specijalizacija (usmjereni i intenzivniji treninzi) se preporuča u 

kasnoj adolescenciji jer rana sportska specijalizacija sa sobom nosi velike rizike nastanka 

sportskih ozljeda, doživljavanja velikoga psihološkog stresa i za posljedicu često ima 

odustajanje od sporta. Poželjno je da se tenisači, osim treningom, bave i drugim sportovima 

kako bi razvili različite vještine i sposobnosti od kojih će dugoročno imati koristi u postizanju 

većega uspjeha u tenisu. 

 

Studija 3 metode Namjernim uzorkom intervjuirano je 30 igrača. Sudionici istraživanja jesu: 

tri kategorije muških tenisača, i to: (1) Grand Slam pobjednici (N = 10), tj. igrači koji su osvojili 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

barem jedan od četiriju najvećih Grand Slam turnira u tenisu (Australian Open, Roland Garros, 

Wimbledon ili US Open), (2) igrači rangirani od 150. do 300. mjesta na profesionalnoj teniskoj 

ljestvici (N = 10) (prema službenoj stranici Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP)) i (3) 

seniorski igrači nacionalnoga ranga rangirani od 1. do 10. mjesta na nacionalnoj rang-listi ili na 

ATP-ovoj ljestvici od 500. do 1500. mjesta (N = 10). U ovoj studiji istraživane su perspektive 

tenisača na različitim razinama uspjeha i utjecaj društvenoga kapitala, posebno u odnosu na 

njihovu obitelj, te kako je navedeno dugoročno utjecalo na njihov sportski razvoj i postignuti 

uspjeh. Promišljajući o istraživačkome problemu, postavilo se sljedeće istraživačko pitanje: 

„Smatraju li tenisači različitih razina uspjeha društveni kapital ključnim za razvoj svoje teniske 

karijere i kako su obitelj i okolina utjecali na njihov razvoj?“ Prikupljanje podataka organizirano 

je primjenom metode polustrukturiranoga intervjua (kvalitativni metodološki pristup), a analiza 

podataka provedena je korištenjem refleksivne tematske analize. 

Studija 3 rezultati Analiza podataka pokazala je da društveni kapital u sportskome okruženju 

ima važan utjecaj na sportski razvoj tenisača, ali razlikuje se prema razini uspješnosti igrača. 

Svi članovi obitelji u sportskome odrastanju sudionika treće razine uspješnosti bili su aktivno 

uključeni u sportski razvoj. Osim emocionalne podrške članova obitelji, tu je bila financijska i 

logistička podrška. Financijski izazovi s kojima su se suočavali roditelji sudionika treće razine 

uspješnosti imali su značajan utjecaj na njihovu tenisku karijeru. Najveći utjecaj na njihov 

sportski razvoj imali su očevi te su, stoga, s njima imali najčešće sukobe. Roditeljski sukobi, tj. 

sukobi između oca i majke, najčešće su se događali zbog nedostatka financijskih sredstava. Kod 

sudionika druge razine uspješnosti roditelji su imali značajan utjecaj u njihovome teniskom 

odrastanju. Uloga roditelja bila je najviše vidljiva u financijskoj i emocionalnoj podršci, kao i 

pomoći tijekom turnira. Rezultati su pokazali da su sudionici druge razine uspješnosti izrazili 

potrebu za dodatnom stručnom podrškom, posebice u procesu odabira trenera. Grand Slam 

pobjednici također su imali podršku obitelji te smatraju da je ona bila uobičajena i vrlo važna, 

odnosno onakva kakva bi trebala biti, podrška bez ikakvoga pritiska. Uz obitelj, rođaci su 

stvarali jako dobro okuženje od rane dobi. Grand Slam pobjednici smatraju da je za uspjeh, uz 

podršku članova obitelji, jako bitna i genetika. 

Studija 3 zaključak Perspektive tenisača otkrile su da na dugoročni sportski razvoj i postignuća, 

posebno u odnosu na njihovu obitelj, ključnu ulogu u procesu odgoja i podrške tenisačima igra 

utjecaj društvenoga kapitala. Kako bi se poboljšao dugoročni sportski razvoj tenisača, obitelji 

moraju osigurati i dati značajniju ulogu u akumulaciji društvenoga kapitala, no to nije nužno i 

to nije dovoljan uvjet za uspjeh. Također, istraživanje je pokazalo da je fenomen pretjeranoga 



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

roditeljstva u sportu postao raširen i vidljiv na svim razinama razvoja sportaša. Dobivene 

spoznaje i istraživanja sugeriraju da manje intenzivan utjecaj roditelja ponekad može dati 

korisnije rezultate, što je izuzetno važna poruka. 

 

Ključne riječi: tenis, uspjeh, intervju, refleksivna tematska analiza, razvojni put, specijalizacija, 

društveni kapital  

  



 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                         

ABSTRACT OF THE DOCTORAL DISSERTATION 

 

This doctoral dissertation consists of five chapters. The first chapter includes an introduction to 

the scientific problem, research objectives and questions, as well as a list of research studies. 

The second chapter provides an overview of literature that includes negative life events/ 

circumstances (injuries, lack of financial resources in tennis and failure to be selected for the 

national team), timing of specialization, and the impact of social capital (family) on success. 

The third chapter comprises the scientific papers included in this doctoral dissertation. The first 

study (Study 1) aims to research various negative life events/circumstances (injuries, lack of 

financial resources, failure to be selected for the national team) and how they, based on personal 

experience, influenced the tennis careers of players. The second study (Study 2) aims to explore 

the developmental pathways of tennis players and how different developmental paths of early, 

optimal and late specialization affected their tennis careers and success. The third study (Study 

3) aims to research the perspectives of tennis players at different levels of success and the 

impact of social capital, especially in relation to their families, and how this affected their long-

term athletic development and achieved success. The fourth chapter presents a discussion on 

the published studies, as well as two additional thematic units which were not covered by the 

published studies, which relate to the support of school and friends, as well as on the influence 

of coaches. The fifth chapter presents the general conclusion of all three presented studies, 

including the advantages and limitations of the research, and guidelines for future research. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

The aim of every athlete is to achieve success in their sport (Blume & Wolfarth, 2019). Athletes' 

goals are individual and varied (Bompa, 1995; Blume & Wolfarth, 2019). Identifying and 

describing the optimal pathway to success is a permanent challenge for researchers. Many 

researchers argue that athlete development is a complex and heterogeneous process that must 

be understood within its broader context (Storm et al., 2012; Storm, 2015; Gerdin et al., 2020). 

Long-term characteristics of development and success differ across various sports due to their 

unique characteristics and physiological demands (Burgess & Naughton, 2010; Rees et al., 

2016; Chen et al., 2023). Thus, despite the natural ambition of most athletes, only few reach the 

highest levels in their sport (Levental, Yaffe & Lev Arey, 2023). Sport success is a complex 

phenomenon which attracted only limited attention from researchers. Several authors have 

defined success in sport and what it depends on. Success is a constantly evolving concept with 

various perceptions, notions, understandings and definitions (Banerjee et al., 2020). Iancheva 

and Kuleva (2017) believe that success is already the very pursuit of victory, achievement, 

improvement of athletic performance and physical perfection, which are essential 

characteristics of sports activity. Furthermore, they state that success is most often perceived as 

a positive outcome of pre-set tasks and is associated with achieving a goal, result, victory, social 

recognition, approval and fame. Other authors, such as Bar-Eli, Plessner and Raab (2011), 

emphasize that success depends on the athlete's continuous decisions between different courses 

of action during competition, as well as decisions between various methods of how to improve 

their performance. Levental, Yaffe and Lev Arey (2023) presented their observations on how 

athletes perceive success in sport. They suggest that success can take the form of winning a 

competition, improving one's performance or acquiring new skills, and that it can be related to 

achieving satisfaction, personal development or forming social connections. Generally, success 

in sport can be defined as achieving ones goals within the context of ones athletic activities (De 

Bosscher et al., 2013). That is, success is generally associated with achieving a tangible goal or 

event (Banerjee et al., 2020). In his book "A Game Plan for Life: The Power of Mentoring", 

Wooden stated: "You should never measure your success by what you accomplish, but rather 

by what you are capable of accomplishing with your abilities" (Wooden & Yaeger, 2011). 

Therefore, Farsides and Woodfield (2003) believe it has become self-evident that success is 

largely a very multiple and individualistic concept. 
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In order to provide adequate support to young athletes, it is necessary to understand the 

developmental pathway and factors that can positively or negatively affect their development, 

and to differentiate between athletes who achieve the greatest success from their less successful 

fellow athletes (Collins, MacNamara & McCarthy, 2016). There are numerous evidence and 

experiences from young athletes who, despite life's ups and downs, have dynamic sports career 

pathways (Abbott et al., 2005; Ollis, MacPherson & Collins, 2006; MacNamara, Button & 

Collins, 2010a,b; Bridge & Toms, 2012). Therefore, a comprehensive and systematic 

understanding of players' specific developmental characteristics is crucial for the development 

of elite athletes (Chen et al., 2023). 

Nowadays, the desire for success has become very important (Ranis & Stewart, 2000). On this 

occasion, it is important to note that success in young age categories does not predict long-term 

success (Epstein, 2014; Myer et al., 2016). Youth participation in sport has evolved from free 

and enjoyable recreational play driven by children to a highly structured and deliberate practice 

driven by adults, and which is dedicated to developing sport-specific skills (Maffulli, 1992; 

Caine, Maffulli & Caine, 2008). Consequently, emphasis has been put on the development and 

achievement of high degrees of skill proficiency aimed at attaining success on many levels 

(Vaeyens et al., 2009; Malina, 2010). Therefore, many children and adolescents involved in 

sports now strive to achieve the best possible results, i.e., to reach the elite level (Wiersma, 

2000; Vaeyens et al., 2009). Many professional sports clubs, sports agencies and national 

federations aim to identify talented young athletes as early as possible in the hope of laying the 

groundwork for top level senior results and long-term success (Vaeyens et al., 2009; Koopmann 

et al., 2020). This evolution in youth sports may have developed as a result of society's 

increasing respect for successful athletes who enjoy significant recognition and financial 

rewards for their achievements (Jayanthi et al., 2013). Thereby, Côté, Lidor and Hackfort (2009) 

believe that without the opportunity to experience different sports during childhood, young 

athletes are less likely to acquire the fundamental physical, psychosocial and cognitive skills 

that are important for long-term success in sport. Myer et al. (2016) also emphasize that children 

should participate in various sports with qualified youth coaches who possess the necessary 

knowledge and skills to organize and monitor training in order to increase the children’s 

likelihood for experiencing long-term success as competitive athletes. 

Upon considering the characteristics of sport careers among tennis players at various levels of 

success, within the context of multiple perspectives, the most frequently researched and best 

known is the scientific-theoretical perspective, while little is known about the personal 
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experiences of tennis player in relation to their careers. Precisely as a result of its importance, 

the research in this doctoral dissertation is focused on what tennis players themselves emphasize 

as crucial in their successful careers, as this approach has not yet been applied in the creation 

of individual sports careers, nor has the personal experience of one's own sports career been 

appropriately evaluated. The aforementioned will include an in-depth understanding of the 

complexity of personal experience as a key factor in athletic success. On the terminological 

level, however also on the content level, this implies focusing on understanding what a 

particular life situation or problem means for an individual, as well as how this understanding 

can correct established scientific knowledge about key factors of success in tennis. 

This doctoral dissertation is based on the Scandinavian model. It includes three different studies 

with related research questions and objectives. 

 

 

Research objectives and questions 

 

The purpose of this research was to increase knowledge about the characteristics of sports 

careers of tennis players at different levels of success by examining their personal experiences 

in order to achieve a better understanding of them and, accordingly, to improve the process of 

creating individual sports careers. 

 

In accordance with the stated research purpose, the following general objectives were set: 

1. to research different negative life events/circumstances (injury, lack of financial 

resources, failure to be selected for the national team) and how they, based on 

personal experience, affected the players’ tennis career; 

2. to research the developmental pathways of tennis players and how the different 

developmental paths of early, optimal and late specialisation affected the players’ 

tennis career and success; 

3. to research the perspectives of tennis players at different levels of success and the 

impact of social capital, particularly in relation to their family, and how it affected 

their long-term athletic development and achieved success. 
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Based on the defined research problem, the following research questions were posed: 

1. According to the players' personal experience, have the various negative life 

events/circumstances (injuries, lack of financial resources, failure to be selected for 

the national team) affected their tennis careers, and if so, in what way? 

2. Which events do tennis players perceive as the start of their sport specialization in 

tennis, and when did it begin for them (early, optimal, or late)? 

3. Do tennis players at different levels of success consider social capital as a key factor 

for the development of their tennis careers, and how did family and their 

surroundings affect their development?” 

 

 

List of research studies 

 

In order to answer the above listed questions, this dissertation uses three studies. All studies 

were published in international peer-reviewed journals. The studies are listed in order of the 

date of submission: 

 

1. Oršolić, M., Barbaros, P., & Novak, D. (2023). Research on Negative Life Events 

Among Tennis Players of Differing Success Levels: The Participants’ Perspectives. 

Collegium antropologicum, 47(1), 1-10. 

 

2. Oršolić, M., Barbaros, P., & Novak, D. (2023). What makes a Grand Slam 

champion? Early engagement, late specialization and timely transition from having 

fun to dedication. Frontiers in sports and active living, 5, 1213317. 

 

3. Novak, D., Oršolić, M., Barbaros, P., Suzuki, E., & Subramanian, S. V. (2025). 

Family ties and social capital among grand slam tennis champions. International 

Review for the Sociology of Sport, 10126902241298498. 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter presents the most relevant research in relation to the main objectives of this 

doctoral dissertation. The literature review is structured around three main topics: negative 

life events/circumstances, timing of specialization and the impact of social capital on 

success in sports. Upon examining the existing research in the mentioned areas, the review 

aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the challenges and opportunities that 

form an athlete's career. 

 

Negative life events/circumstances 

 

Negative life events are usually unexpected, uncontrolled and personally meaningful events 

that involve a certain degree of life change (Haimson et al., 2021; Luhmann et al., 2021; 

Wilkinson et al., 2023). Armstrong, Galligan and Critchley (2011) described stressful or 

negative life events as sudden changes in events which are life-changing and difficult to 

cope with. Stressful life events can be very different and can include experiences such as 

grief or loss of a loved one, divorce or relationship break-up, financial difficulties or 

unemployment, family conflicts or caring responsibilities, serious illness or injury (Park & 

Folkman, 1997; Park, 2010; Park & George, 2013; Kring et al., 2024). The presence of 

stressors (e.g. injury) often leads to other problems (e.g. financial issues) and may affect 

how athletes respond to future stressors (Howells and Fletcher, 2015; McLoughlin et al., 

2024). Hardy et al. (2017) state that problems in youth (non-athletic), as well as problems 

in later career (athletic or non-athletic) often operate as a developmental generator in 

Olympic and/or world champions. Experiencing a certain degree of challenging during 

athletic development is recognized as a significant characteristic of those athletes who reach 

the highest levels in their sport (Collins, MacNamara and McCarthy, 2016). Therefore, 

Moore et al. (2018) suggest that experiencing negative life events could have a beneficial 

effect on performance under pressure. Likewise, Fletcher and Sarkar (2012) report that 

experiencing challenging situations can be an important factor in the development of 

optimal athletic performance. Furthermore, Fletcher and Sarkar claim that exposure to 

stressors is an essential characteristic of Olympic winners, and in their study, most 

participants stated that they would not have won gold medals if they had not experienced 

certain types of stressors at certain moments, including extremely demanding predicaments. 
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Various negative life events/circumstances, both in the sport and the private environment, 

present significant challenges for tennis players. Among the most challenging experiences 

that tennis players are faced with include injuries, lack of financial resources and failure to 

be selected for the national team. 

 

 

Injuries 

 

Sports injuries are a common issue that most athletes come across while engaging in sports 

(Singh & Singh, 2021). Noyes, Lindenfeld and Marshall (1988) defined injuries as the 

inability of an athlete to return to the playing field on the same day or the days following 

the injury. Although there is no generally accepted theoretical definition of an injury due to 

its dependence on context (Langley & Brenner, 2004), definitions are based on the concept 

of "physical damage caused by transfer or absence of energy" (Fuller et al., 2006). 

Variations in definitions and methodologies create significant differences in results and 

conclusions obtained in studies on sports injuries studies (Van Mechelen, Hlobil & Kemper, 

1992; Meeuwisse, 1994; Caine, Caine & Lindner, 1996; de Loës, 1997; Finch, 1997; Junge 

& Dvorak, 2000; Ekstrand & Karlsson, 2003; Fuller & Drawer, 2004; Junge et al., 2004; 

Hägglund et al., 2005; Brooks & Fuller, 2006; Fuller et al., 2006). However, despite various 

definitions, tennis injuries are defined as "any physical or psychological difficulty or 

manifestation suffered by a player as a result of a tennis match or tennis training, regardless 

of the need for medical attention or time loss from tennis activities" (Pluim et al., 2009; 

Néri-Fuchs et al., 2023). 

Professional athletes are known for the stress and strain to which they expose their bodies 

and it is generally accepted that at some point they will encounter physical injuries (Souter, 

Lewis & Serrant, 2018). Similar to many other sports, playing tennis, whether at a 

recreational, university or professional level, exposes participants to the risk of injury (Pluim 

et al., 2006). Despite the fact that many injuries that occur in tennis are also common to 

other sports, tennis has a unique injury profile (Pluim & Safran, 2004). Unlike other sports, 

tennis matches are not pre-limited in their duration, thus matches can often last for several 

hours (Kovacs, 2006). Likewise, differences in equipment, biomechanics and physical 

demands result in an injury profile that differs from other racquet and throwing sports (Pluim 

& Safran, 2004). Tennis is one of the most physically demanding individual sports that 
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requires a high level of muscular strength, speed, agility, flexibility, aerobic endurance and 

anaerobic power output during competitive tennis matches (König et al., 2001). Tennis 

players must move efficiently around the tennis court, run, stop, and change directions in 

the shortest possible time (Llanes et al., 2023). Therefore, the forces required to execute 

strokes and movements create significant stress on the musculoskeletal system of tennis 

players (Abrams, Renstrom & Safran, 2012; Chevinsky et al., 2017). Due to the high loads 

on the body, tennis players are exposed to an increased risk of numerous injuries (both acute 

and chronic) (Messina et al., 2024). In order to successfully meet such demands and become 

world-class tennis players, technical and tactical skills must be maximized, and a complex 

profile of physical/physiological abilities and anthropometric characteristics is required as 

well (Kovacs, 2007; Fernandez-Fernandez, Sanz-Rivas & Mendez-Villanueva, 2009; Pluim 

et al., 2023; Parpa et al., 2022; Haugen et al., 2024). 

Tennis injuries often originate as a result of repetitive movements, poor technique and 

inadequate physical conditioning. Understanding common injuries, their causes and 

prevention strategies can help players maintain their health with the aim of achieving the 

most successful possible performance. By adopting correct techniques, maintaining the level 

of physical conditioning and allowing optimal recovery time, tennis players can continue 

playing and minimizing the risk of injuries. Literature on tennis injuries provides useful 

insights on the most commonly affected areas of the body and their causes. 

At the United States National Boys' Tennis Championship from 1986 to 1988 and from 1990 

to 1992 (N = 1440, 240 tennis players per year), injuries were monitored (Hutchinson et al., 

1995). All injuries requiring medical attention were registered. It was shown that 304 

athletes (21.1%) sustained new or recurring injuries that required treatment by the medical 

team. Lower extremity injuries were more common than upper extremity injuries. Upon 

assessing in relation to anatomical regions, back injuries were the most frequent, followed 

by thigh, shoulder, and ankle injuries. Furthermore, according to type of injury, sprains and 

strains were the most common (71% of all injuries), while fractures and dislocations were 

rare (1.3% of all injuries). In the lower extremities, most injuries were sprains, with 87.5% 

of these being knee and ankle ligament sprains. In a research by Kibler and Safran (2005), 

it was shown that tennis injuries most often originate from microtrauma, developing over 

time and resulting in short periods of absence from play. Kibler and Safran claim that many 

internal and external factors can be associated with the frequency of injuries. Therefore, 

Maquirriain and Ghisi (2006) state that young players involved in intensive tennis trainings 
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are particularly at risk of sustaining stress fractures. As competitive tennis is a sport where 

stress fractures are common, the authors believe that attention should be paid to prevention 

strategies such as the identification of risk factors and appropriate training programs. 

Furthermore, Maquirriain and Ghisi claim that junior elite tennis players (20.3%) have a 

higher incidence of stress fractures than professional tennis players (7.5%). In a study by 

Kovacs et al. (2014), it was stated that among the 861 elite junior tennis players surveyed, 

41% of respondents reported at least one injury in the previous year. Since a high incidence 

of overexertion injuries was observed among elite junior tennis players, Pluim et al. (2016) 

therefore suggested the need to focus on preventive measures as early as possible, with 

special emphasis on monitoring and managing workload. Humphrey et al. (2019) state that 

out of 485 players, 368 (75.9%) among them sustained at least one tennis-related 

musculoskeletal injury during their playing career, as well as that 662 musculoskeletal 

injuries were recorded with an average of 1.4 injuries per player. The authors state that the 

three main anatomical spots reported as injured were the elbow, the knee and the face, while 

the most frequently reported injured structures were muscles, tendons, ligaments, soft tissue 

contusions and the eye. Furthermore, Hjelm, Werner and Renstrom (2010) studied the 

injuries sustained by a group of junior players from a local Swedish tennis club over a period 

of two years. Data analysis showed that the lower extremities were most commonly affected 

(51%), followed by the upper extremities (24%) and the trunk (24%). Likewise, Reece, 

Fricker and Maguire (1986), also identified lower extremities as the most common injury 

spot in their research on junior tennis players of both sexes. With respect to the most 

frequently injured body parts, Hjelm, Werner and Renstrom report that the results showed 

similar distributions as the ones described by Kibler and Safran (2005), namely: ankle 

sprains, knee injuries and back pain. Furthermore, they state that more than 40% of injuries 

were considered as severe, while 30% was described as moderately severe. In another 

research by Hjelm, Werner and Renstrom (2012), the aim was to assess potential internal 

and external risk factors for injuries in junior tennis players. All tennis-related injuries that 

occurred over a two-year period were identified and registered. It was shown that 39 male 

and female tennis players sustained a total of 100 new and recurring injuries. Previous 

studies on other sports also presented strong evidence on the fact that previous injuries 

increase the risk of re-injury or new injuries (Van Mechelen, 1992; Van Mechelen et al., 

1993; Murphy, Connolly & Beynnon, 2003). Hjelm, Werner and Renstrom thus concluded 

that, regardless of its location, a previous injury was identified as an injury risk factor, while 

a previous back injury was considered as a risk factor for back pain. Furthermore, playing 
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tennis for more than six hours per week was also identified as a risk factor for back pain. In 

a research conducted by Krueckel et al. (2024), the aim was to study the epidemiology of 

tennis injuries among players in the German league, with particular focus on the influence 

of racquet properties and court surface on the development of chronic conditions and the 

occurrence of acute injuries. Data analysis included 600 tennis players and a total of 1012 

tennis-related injuries which were identified during the observation period. The collected 

data also showed that acute injuries predominantly affected the lower extremities (56%), 

with ankle injuries as the most common, and ligaments as the most frequently affected 

structure (36.4%), while chronic injuries were mainly found in the upper extremities 

(63.2%), primarily tendon injuries (56.8%). Krueckel et al. emphasize that they found no 

significant correlation between racquet material and chronic upper extremity injuries, as 

well as that they believe other factors, such as playing technique and level of physical 

conditioning, could have had a greater impact. 

Several researchers conducted studies on Davis Cup matches and Grand Slam tournaments. 

For example, Maquirriain and Baglione (2016) collected data from the official Davis Cup 

website and analysed the withdrawal of tennis players due to health problems during Davis 

Cup matches in the period between 2006 and 2013. According to the official rules, a tennis 

match is recorded as "retired" when a player withdraws due to illness or injury after the 

match has started. Engebretsen et al. (2013) state that the impact of illness on a competitor's 

health can be equally considerable as an injury. The data analysis conducted by Maquirriain 

and Baglione showed that the overall incidence of withdrawals from tennis matches was 

1.66% (12/719), while it was found that 75% of health-related withdrawals occurred in 

matches played on hard courts, as well as that 25% of total withdrawals took place in 

matches played on clay courts. Most common types of injuries were muscle and tendon 

injuries, whereas the incidence of lower extremity injuries was higher than that of upper 

extremity and trunk injuries. In addition, Sell et al. (2014) conducted a research on injuries 

among professional tennis players competing in a major professional tennis tournament (US 

Open) between 1994 and 2009. Each case of injury was incorporated into the data analysis 

and defined as an injury that required medical evaluation by the tournament doctor during 

the US Open. Data analysis showed that from 1994 to 2009, there were a total of 1219 

documented injury reports involving male and female players from qualifiers and the main 

draw at the US Open Tennis Championships. Sell et al. stated that muscle or tendon injuries 

were the most common type of acute injuries, while lower extremity injuries were 
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significantly higher than upper extremity and trunk injuries. The ankle, followed by the 

wrist, knee, foot/toe, and shoulder/clavicle were the most common injury spots. 

Furthermore, in a retrospective research conducted by McCurdie et al. (2017), the primary 

objective was to report on injuries over the period of 10 years (2003-2012) at the Wimbledon 

Championships. It was shown that at Wimbledon 48% of injuries affected the lower 

extremities, as well as that muscle injuries were slightly more common among male players. 

Most of the injuries at this tennis Grand Slam competition were existing ones, meaning that 

they occurred prior to arriving at Wimbledon. McCurdie et al. further on state that injury 

incidence rates at the mentioned Grand Slam tennis tournament varied between male and 

female players and between the observed years. At another Grand Slam tournament (the 

Australian Open), Gescheit et al. (2017) conducted a study aimed at examining the 

epidemiology of injuries between 2011 and 2016. Out of 3120 players who competed in that 

tournament over the period of six years, there were a total of 1170 injuries in male and 

female qualifiers and the main singles draw. The obtained results indicated that female 

tennis players had more injuries than male tennis players. Upper and lower extremity 

injuries were most common in female tennis players, while lower extremity injuries were 

more common in male tennis players. The shoulder, foot, wrist, and knee were the most 

commonly injured regions in female tennis players. The knee, ankle, and thigh were the 

most common injuries in male tennis players. In line with previous reports on Grand Slam 

injuries, muscle injuries were the most prominent type of injury in both genders. Gescheit 

et al. concluded that at the Australian Open, female players were injured more frequently 

than male players, and that upper and lower extremity injuries also more often affected 

female players, while lower extremity injuries were more pronounced among male players. 

Therefore, Montalvan et al. (2024) studied the incidence, location, and type of 

musculoskeletal injuries in tennis players during tournaments between 2011 and 2022. A 

retrospective review was produced of all injuries during the French Open tennis tournaments 

from 2011 to 2022. Data analysis showed a total of 750 musculoskeletal injuries among 687 

tennis players. The total number of injured players per tournament varied between 42 and 

69, with an average of 62.5% injuries per tournament over the studied 12-year period. The 

number of injuries for female and male tennis players was similar (392 vs. 358). The most 

common injury regions were the thigh, hip, ankle and spine. When the injuries were grouped 

into three location categories, lower extremity injuries (n = 366) were found to be more 

frequent than upper extremity injuries (n = 218) and trunk injuries (n = 166). Montalvan et 

al. concluded that over the 12-year period, from 2011 to 2022, female and male tennis 
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players experienced a similar number of musculoskeletal injuries, with most injuries 

occurring in the lower extremities compared to the upper extremities and the trunk. 

In a systematic review, Pluim et al. (2006) state the following: 1. there is a high variability 

in reported tennis injuries; 2. most injuries occur in the lower extremities, then in the upper 

extremities, and then in the trunk; 3. there have been very few longitudinal studies 

investigating the correlation between risk factors and the occurrence of tennis injuries; and 

4. there have been no randomized controlled studies examining injury prevention measures 

in tennis. Pluim et al. believe that the variability in reported tennis injuries is most likely 

most influenced by variations in injury definition, study design, studied populations, data 

collection methods and the duration of follow-up or recall periods. Furthermore, in a 

literature review implemented by Ellenbecker et al. (2009), lower extremities are presented 

as the most commonly injured region in tennis players (39-65%), followed by upper 

extremities (24-46%) and the trunk (8-22%), while the most frequently injured parts of the 

lower body are the calf, the ankle and the thigh (upper leg). Ellenbecker et al. state that the 

most common injuries were ankle sprains and hamstring muscle strains (hamstrings, 

quadriceps, and adductors). Upper extremity injuries were identified in the elbow and 

shoulder area, and the most common injuries were shoulder tendon injuries and tennis elbow 

(humeral epicondylitis). Ellenbecker et al. suggest that specific strength and conditioning 

programs for tennis could play a crucial role in preventing frequent injuries among tennis 

players, and they propose specific exercises aimed at injury prevention and improvement of 

player performance. Dines et al. (2015) believe that changes in equipment (new racquets 

and strings) may also be associated with increased injury rates. The playing surface is 

another cause of injuries that Dines et al. mentioned. Unlike most sports, tennis is played on 

various surfaces, including clay, grass, and acrylic (or hard) courts. On hard courts, higher 

ball speed exposes the upper extremities to greater force. Although there is little evidence 

associating playing surface with injury type or frequency, Nigg and Yeadon (1987) 

demonstrated that muscles are sensitive to surface stiffness, and that frequent playing on 

different surfaces can be associated with injuries of the lower extremity. In addition, Halim 

and Putera (2023), in a literature review between 2017 and 2022, noted that racquet 

manufacturing technologies, player age and court surface composition can affect injury 

patterns. 

The literature review results in finding that acute injuries are more common in the lower 

extremities, while chronic injuries and overexertion injuries are more common in the upper 
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extremities and trunk (Jayanthi, O’Boyle & Durazo-Arvizu, 2009; Abrams, Renstrom & 

Safran, 2012; Fu et al., 2018; Moreno-Pérez et al., 2018; Moreno-Pérez et al., 2021; Rice et 

al., 2022). Such findings are similar to previous tennis epidemiological studies showing that 

the lower limbs are the most frequent spot of injury (Hutchinson et al., 1995; Sell et al., 

2014; Pluim et al., 2016). The ankle, knee, and wrist are the most common injury spots, 

while the most common types of injuries were ligament sprains and muscle strains (Lynall 

et al., 2016; Vasenina et al., 2022; Llanes et al., 2023). In addition, Perkins and Davis (2006) 

state that among all age groups of tennis players, the most common types of injuries are 

muscle and ligament strains due to excessive load, as well as that they most frequently affect 

adolescents due to a lower level of physical conditioning. Furthermore, Gescheit et al. 

(2019) claim that the incidence of injuries increases with physical growth, volume and 

intensity of trainings and matches, early specialization and more frequent competitions. 

Similarly, Myers et al. (2016) state that increased load is associated with an increase in 

injury risk. Therefore, Abrams, Renstrom and Safran (2012) propose standardizing future 

epidemiological research on tennis injuries in order to allow for easier comparison of results. 

Shannon et al. (2020) believe that some acute injuries may be the result of poor rehabilitation 

and/or premature return to play, particularly in cases of muscle strains. Furthermore, 

Shannon et al. state that this suggests players and coaches may not be managing load 

appropriately and are focused solely on top level performance. 

 

 

Lack of financial resources in tennis 

 

The path to a successful professional tennis career requires long-term development and a 

structured plan for trainings, competitions and appropriate financing from private academies, 

private investors, national tennis federations, sport governing bodies and commercial agencies 

that may have a personal interest in a tennis player's success (Kovacs et al., 2015). However, 

there are numerous reasons why athletes quit doing sports, and in addition to the lack of 

financial resources, there is also burnout, lack of interest, injuries, academic pressure and social 

factors, such as peer pressure or family obligations (Crane & Temple, 2015; Schlesinger et al., 

2018). Lack of financial resources is one of the reasons why many young athletes quit and 

abandon a professional sports career (Crane & Temple, 2015; Saarinen et al., 2023). This 

phenomenon can occur at any age, however, it is most often observed among young athletes 

(Guzmán & Kingston, 2012; Crane & Temple, 2015; Back et al., 2022). Children's engagement 
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in sports represents a financial obligation for the parents (Murphy, 1999; Baxter-Jones & 

Maffuli, 2003). During the specialization phase, parents become increasingly interested in their 

child as an athlete, and therefore make an increased commitment in terms of finances and time 

(Côté, 1999; Durand-Bush, Salmela & Thompson, 2004; Harwood & Knight, 2009). Kirk et al. 

(1997) studied the economic impact of children's participation in junior sports on the family 

and found that the costs of such involvement can negatively affect the child's participation in 

sports, as well as have a broader impact, i.e., on family life as a whole. Baxter-Jones and Maffuli 

(2003) supported such conclusions by finding that approximately 12% of the family budget is 

spent on children playing tennis, while 16% of tennis players' parents reported serious financial 

difficulties as a result of supporting their child in the sport. From a developmental perspective, 

Baker et al. (2003) indicate that athletes who lack certain financial resources face tough 

challenges in achieving the best possible results. 

Johnson (2024) provided data in his paper on costs such as coaching, courts and tournaments. 

He notes that individual and group tennis lessons are known for their high costs and creating 

financial pressure for families. Furthermore, Johnson states that seriously competitive junior 

tennis players gravitate towards elite tennis academies and require individual training sessions. 

Private lessons for tennis players outside of academies rarely include strength and conditioning 

trainings or video analysis aimed at improving other elements of training, which is in contrast 

to the comprehensive approach used in tennis academies. Johnson further states that outdoor 

courts are a free option for playing, however their availability varies by region, and in low-

income areas outdoor courts are less accessible. Consequently, less wealthy junior tennis 

players must accept minimal playing time or pay membership fees in tennis clubs which offers 

indoor courts. Meanwhile, the numerous expenses of tennis club membership deter many 

players from joining. In order to maintain their ranking, Johnson emphasizes it as necessary to 

constantly play in junior tournaments, while competing in many tournaments requires covering 

entry fees and travel expenses, which can be expensive for competitors. Two most competitive 

junior tournaments are the Junior Grand Slam and the ITF Junior Tour. The mentioned 

tournaments allow the best junior players to experience international competition in order to 

prepare for their professional careers. Many families cannot pay such high costs for air travel 

or food and hotel expenses, so many junior players do not play in these tournaments. Johnson 

thus believes that in the low-income community the biggest limitation in tennis are financial 

resources, and not talent. For this reason, Johnson believes that many tennis players do not 

succeed in realizing their potential due to lack of financial resources. Furthermore, Zhai (2022) 
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states that the income and financial background of professional tennis players have changed in 

the modern era. In the past, playing tennis was considered a luxury, while nowadays most 

professional tennis players find themselves in difficult situations in which they can barely 

support themselves financially, yet they continue playing tennis despite this fact. For example, 

in 2014, Roger Federer earned 45 million dollars solely in sponsorship money, whereas Michael 

Russell, the world's 92nd -ranked player, earned only around 210,000 dollars (Morales, 2013; 

Zhai, 2022). Morales notes that this number might still seem substantial; however, the costs 

arising from playing professional tennis are not taken into account. Russell stated that he spent 

35,000 dollars on travel, 75,000 dollars on taxes and 300 dollars per tournament merely for 

racquet stringing (6,000 dollars). In total, over 55% of his income was allocated to such 

expenses (Morales, 2013). With the rise of individualism and free market consumerism, tennis 

has become more accessible and has attracted the middle class (Zhai, 2022). In a research 

conducted by Shrom, Cumming and Fenton (2023), the aim was to provide a detailed 

understanding of the lifestyles professional tennis players face on the professional tour and the 

potential impact of these challenges on their mental health. The participants in that study were 

professional tennis players (33 male and 32 female tennis players) aged between 18 and 46 and 

coming from 28 different countries. Shrom, Cumming and Fenton claim that the majority of 

players competing on the professional tour face various financial challenges and are at risk of 

prematurely ending their professional tennis careers due to their inability to cover such high 

costs. They further add that it is not uncommon that significant financial resources are required 

to support a professional tennis career, and that this can result in stress and financial difficulties 

for the player's family. Furthermore, Shrom, Cumming and Fenton note that most players do 

not have stable finances and therefore leave professional tennis, having spent a large portion of 

their private financial resources as well as their family's financial resources. In the United 

Kingdom, 123 tennis players’ parents completed a survey in relation to internal and external 

demands they encountered as parents of a child actively competing in sport (Harwood & 

Knight, 2009). Content analysis resulted in the development of seven core topics of parental 

stressors in tennis: competition, coaches, financial resources, time, siblings, organization-

related issues, and developmental issues. Finances were  cause of stress for 79% of parents, 

with fees and costs associated with coaching and tournaments being stated the most frequently. 

Harwood and Knight claim that a large number of parents who indicated financial problems 

highlighted the importance of support for lower-income families whose children have been 

identified as talented and gifted. Harwood and Knight (2009) conducted another research. The 

participants of the study were 22 parents of tennis players who with whom semi-structured 
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interviews were conducted. The results highlighted three general dimensions of parental 

stressors: organizational, competitive and developmental. Organizational stress factors included 

demands in relation with financial resources, time, training and coaching, and systems of 

management bodies. Furthermore, Harwood and Knight state that parents estimated spending 

between 15,000 and 20,000 pounds per year on their children who were progressing and moving 

towards specialization. As athletes progress, so do financial, time and emotional investments of 

both parents and the athletes themselves increase in parallel (Wolfenden & Holt, 2005; Gould 

et al., 2008). Finally, Harwood and Knight highlighted that organizational stressors were 

particularly important for parents in the phase of specialization as they demand considerable 

financial resources and time. Morley et al. (2018) conducted a research with participants from 

various sports. Morley et al. state that almost 40% of athletes identified participation costs as 

the biggest obstacle for their success. Although these effects vary within different sports and at 

different levels of performance, what presents a constant is that financial support still continues 

to play a significant role in the development and maintaining of athletes on their path to success 

(Morley et al., 2018). In addition, Morley et al. state that financial constraints were present at 

various levels of talent development, however also that they increased significantly as the 

athlete further progressed. Reports on rising costs for equipment, travel and accommodation 

across all sports, predominantly financed by parents, are consistent with previous findings from 

other individual sport studies (Côté, 1999; Gould et al., 2006; Harwood & Knight, 2009). 

Wolfenden and Holt (2005) carried out a study in which they examined the perceptions of 

players, parents and coaches regarding talent development in elite junior tennis. The analysis 

revealed six categories associated to the influence of adults on talent development in tennis 

(emotional support, tangible support, informational support, sacrifices, pressure and 

relationships with coaches). Cutrona and Russell (1990) clarified that tangible support refers to 

concrete assistance given to an individual in order for them to cope more easily with stressful 

events. From all of the above mentioned, Wolfenden and Holt state that parents played a crucial 

role in providing tangible support (providing financial support and transportation). 

Furthermore, Wolfenden and Holt claim that all parents commented on the financial impact of 

playing tennis and that monthly costs exceeded their financial income. Likewise, Wolfenden 

and Holt state that the results showed parental financial support as an important part of 

participating in tennis (with estimated costs between 800 and 1,000 pounds or 1,400 to 1,700 

dollars per month). In a research conducted by Knight and Holt (2013), parents emphasized that 

they needed additional help. One of the areas of additional help was access to financial support. 

Knight and Holt state that parents indicated that competitive tennis is expensive, particularly if 
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children progress to the national and international level. Furthermore, they also said that the 

biggest problem with tennis is that it is too expensive, and they noted that the annual amount 

spent on attending tournaments amounted to between 20,000 and 25,000 dollars. Upon taking 

into account the costs of playing tennis, Knight and Holt say that some participants stated they 

had to limit the opportunities provided to their children, e.g., they did not attend all tournaments 

due to lack of financial resources. As a result of high expenses in sports, Hernandez et al. (2023) 

conducted a research aimed at exploring the experiences of families with low socioeconomic 

status whose children participate in organized sports and how the current youth sports culture, 

which promotes sports specialization, can influence that. The participants of the study were 

parents of 12 athletes. Based on data analysis, the following four interrelated topics came up. 

One of the topics was the negativities and/or obstacles to youth participation in sports. 

Hernandez et al. state that the study participants described financial expneses as an obstacle in 

their child's participation in club sports. Furthermore, they reported on financial burdens for 

sports participation for a child from a single-parent household. Thus, for example, Balliauw et 

al. (2017) state that only the top 250 ranked players in tennis can cover their expenses, while 

too many players who consider themselves as professional tennis players compete for too little 

money. Furthermore, Balliauw et al. claim that for a large group of other tennis players who 

cannot reach the mentioned level (to be among the top 250 ranked), tennis cannot be a 

sustainable and acceptable model for income and investment. Therefore, Balliauw et al. 

highlight that tennis is characterized as a sport with "early investments, but late results". 

Balliauw et al. believe that addressing financial problems of professional tennis players could 

be achieved through methodical communication and tournament organization, linking local 

events with tennis tournaments, and thereby increasing public and sponsor interest and 

readiness for financing. Likewise, Balliauw et al. suggest that players might attract several 

individual sponsors to cover their expenses, and one of the ways to achieve that would be by 

allowing advertising for individual player (e.g. on their tennis equipment), especially at junior 

tournaments. In research conducted by Yavuz, Arıcan and Türkmen (2024), financial resources 

also presented a challenge which athletes encountered while playing tennis. Yavuz, Arıcan and 

Türkmen state that, according to data obtained from tennis players, a large majority of athletes 

abandon tennis due to health problems, and besides that, they clearly pointed out that finances 

presented a major problem, and that this was another reason why they stopped actively playing 

tennis. 



 

17 
 

From all of the above, in his paper Van Dijk (2016) provides an overview of some basic 

concepts that tennis coaches, assistant team members, and players could use for successfully 

implementing sponsorship agreements. Besides technical, tactical, mental and physical 

abilities, athletes need access to certain resources in order to meet their full potential. 

Furthermore, Van Dijk states that the cost of developing a tennis player and playing on the 

professional tour is high, and covering these expenses solely from prize money is unattainable 

for many players on the professional tour. The author notes that the International Tennis 

Federation (ITF) concluded that in 2013 the average cost of playing professional tennis, 

including flights, accommodation, food, laundry, clothing and equipment purchases, airport 

transfers, but excluding support team costs, was 38,800 dollars for men and 40,180 dollars for 

women. Van Dijk thus states that a large number of players on the professional tour and at the 

amateur level must invest a lot of money in order to develop as players, without having adequate 

financial resources in so doing. Martin (2015) therefore wanted to examine if the socioeconomic 

status is a relevant factor contributing to success in tennis. In her paper, Martin says that a 

former professional tennis player claimed that most professional players play between 25 and 

35 tournaments per year, with a minimum of 1,000 dollars of expenses for each tournament, 

including a five-night hotel stay, airfare and food. However, it is estimated that annual costs for 

a player ranked among the top 100 tennis players amount to approximately 183,000 dollars 

(coach and travel expenses 90,000 dollars, meals 6,000 dollars, racquet expenses 5,000 dollars, 

miscellaneous 3,000 dollars, taxes 54,000 dollars, player travel costs 25,000 dollars). Martin 

hence concludes that tennis is an expensive sport, and that part of the expenses include: 

purchasing racquets, paying for courts, indoor trainings, playing junior tournaments, and 

traveling to competitions from Challenger level to the Association of Tennis Professionals 

(ATP) and Women's Tennis Association (WTA) tours. From all of the above and the literature 

review, Martin states that it can be safely said that socioeconomic status definitely plays a role 

in the success of tennis players. 

 

 

Failure to be selected for the national team 

 

The instance of national sports federations occurred with the establishment of local sports clubs 

(Winand, 2009). The growing popularity of sports led to the need for creating "umbrella 

organizations" that would govern the sport, oversee its operations, ensure its promotion and 

development at all levels, as well as enable organizing competitions (Bayle, 2017). National 
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sports federations are responsible for managing all sport-related activities in a country, while 

the management board represents the fundamental governance mechanism which is responsible 

for approving main strategic and financial decisions (Salvador et al., 2023). Management of 

organizations involves delegating authority to certain individuals (Solanellas et al., 2023). 

Generally speaking, the role of national sports federations is to ensure adherence to the rules of 

the game in sports that are promoted within their country and to represent them, as well as the 

athletes who participate in them (Viollet, Scelles & Peng, 2023). At the national level, when it 

comes to sports policy Bayle (2007) highlights the significance of cooperation between the 

headquarters of national sports federations and local communities. The major importance of 

national sports federations lies in the close connection they have with national (public) sports 

policies and the need for including clubs in all aspects of their development (Viollet, Scelles & 

Peng, 2023). As key structures in the development of sports, national sports federations need to 

establish modern management structures and programs in order to perform their job more 

efficiently, as well as to meet the expectations of a complex environment which is dynamically 

evolving (Viollet, Scelles & Peng, 2023). 

Various international and national bodies published various regulations as useful indicators of 

good management (Solanellas et al., 2023). All these regulations aim to assist sports 

organizations to identify and understand key factors and principles involved in good 

management (Geeraert, Groll & Alm, 2013). However, there are differences between countries 

on the basis of the geographical, historical, political, economic, social and cultural profile of 

each nation (Henry et al., 2005; Houlihan & Green, 2008; Houlihan, 2009). For example, in 

Anglo-Saxon countries (such as the United Kingdom, United States of America and New 

Zealand), sport is mixed and partly integrated into the educational system, while also following 

clubs at the same time (Houlihan & Chapman, 2015; Skille, Stenling & Fahlén, 2017). In 

countries such as Russia and China, there is a rather strict selection system in place regarding 

the number of athletes who are sacrificed with the aim to create a successful athlete (e.g. 

selection for technically demanding sports and endurance sports in Russia and China, or football 

in South America) (Skille, Stenling & Fahlén, 2017). 

Talent identification and development are of primary interest to clubs and federations in their 

pursuit of developing elite level players and achieving sports success (Kalén et al., 2021). 

Programs for talent development can acquire various strategies aimed at achieving the ultimate 

goal (Kalén et al., 2021). Previous literature demonstrates the opposition of two different 

strategies (Güllich & Emrich, 2012; Barth, Güllich & Emrich, 2018). The first strategy presents 
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an individualistic approach characterized by early player selection, and followed by long-term 

development of the chosen group, resulting in low player turnover. The second one implies a 

collectivist approach, characterized by selecting and non-selecting players all the way through, 

and thus resulting in high player turnover (Güllich & Emrich, 2012; Barth, Güllich & Emrich, 

2018). Both the individualistic and collectivist approach are constructed on different ideas on 

how talent identification and selection should be conducted, while both aim to increase and 

achieve international success (Kalén et al., 2021). Furthermore, the purpose of all talent 

development programs is producing success by promoting the best athletes to senior teams, 

either through long-term development of a small number of early-selected athletes 

(individualistic approach), or by selecting a larger number of athletes through continuous 

selection and non-selection (collectivist approach) (Barth, Güllich & Emrich, 2018). 

Identifying young talents on the basis of results in youth tournaments and ranking junior players 

are considered as measurable and objective criteria (Unierzyski, 2005), and even fair, however, 

they conceal numerous less objective criteria such as for example the availability of travel to 

tournaments, previous investments of national tennis federations, or other types of support 

systems (Brouwers, De Bosscher & Sotiriadou, 2012). Talent identification based on results 

forces athletes to specialize in their sports at a younger age (De Bosscher, Schaillée & Truyens, 

2009). Tennis experts suggest that on-court results should not be used as the sole predictor of 

later success, particularly before puberty (Unierzyski, 2003; MacCurdy, 2006; Unierzyski, 

2006). Talent identification on the basis of results can be questionable as coaches may 

overestimate the potential of athletes who achieve good results at an early age, and for this 

reason they might fail to notice athletes who may not be the best at the time of identification, 

however who have the potential for good performance in the future (Elferink-Gemser et al., 

2011). Meanwhile, Reid et al. (2007) highlighted a positive and significant correlation between 

success at International Tennis Federation (ITF) junior tournaments for boys and professional 

rankings as to suggest that access to such events can be important for aspiring tennis 

professionals. Furthermore, De Bosscher, De Knop and Heyndels (2003) indicate that in many 

countries, the level of development of national and regional tennis federations is strongly linked 

to economic development, while Filipcic et al. (2013) reveal that due to limited financial, 

human and infrastructural resources, certain national tennis federations do not even have their 

own player development programs.  

The selection of athletes for the national team is not always transparent and fair. Despite the 

potential of young tennis players, some may not be at the same level as their peers who had 
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better opportunities (training facilities, coaches, financial resources), making it less likely for 

them to be selected. Addressing such challenges requires evaluating what the selection for the 

national team should entail. The true strength of national tennis federations lies in their ability 

to identify, monitor, and develop models and backing for all their tennis players, ensuring that 

talent and potential are the only relevant factors. Despite the fact that numerous research have 

been directed towards the dynamics of selection processes and their assumptions, the 

experience of failing to be selected for the national team remains insufficiently explored. 

Consequently, a brief literature review follows on the more comprehensive understanding of 

the dynamics of tennis player selection. 

Brouwers, Sotiriadou and De Bosscher (2015) used qualitative research methods to explore the 

developmental pathways of elite tennis players and the roles of stakeholders in initiating their 

pathways. Data from 18 semi-structured in-depth interviews with international tennis experts 

were thematically analysed. It was shown that clubs, coaches and national tennis federations 

are involved in all athlete development processes. However, the results indicated that the roles, 

influence and involvement of stakeholders are specific to each developmental process. For 

example, during the process of attracting and maintaining elite athlete development, national 

tennis federations are responsible for initiating programs implemented by local clubs and 

coaches. Brouwers, Sotiriadou and De Bosscher state that during the process of talent 

development, tennis players progress from clubs to national training centres or private 

academies. Furthermore, during this process, national tennis federations support players in their 

transition from junior to senior level tennis, and once players become financially self-sufficient, 

the support from the national tennis federation decreases. Bozděch and Zháněl (2024) 

emphasize the complexity of the transition from junior to senior level, as well as the selection 

for national teams. They further state that in order to improve the prospects of selecting 

ambitious players, national tennis federations and academies should implement overall player 

development programs. Bozděch and Zháněl believe that coaches, scouts and tennis 

organizations should prioritize monitoring results in elite junior tournaments in order to identify 

emerging talents at an early stage. Likewise, they also believe that such measures would 

improve the selection process by managing critical phases (transition from junior to senior 

level) in the sports careers of junior tennis players. Horne (2023) states that young players feel 

immense pressure from competitive tennis. Furthermore, in a conducted research, coaches' 

complaints related to the fact that many young tennis players are leaving the sport at an 

increasingly younger age, e.g., today's children quit tennis at 10, 11, or 12 years old because 
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they think they are not good enough. Horne says that several coaches pointed to the problem 

within the national tennis federation as children are told they will never be good players. 

However, there are numerous examples of children aged 8 or 9 who were told by the national 

tennis federation that they were not good enough, but these children became national tennis 

players a few years later. In accordance with the above mentioned, in their paper, Popp, Miller 

and Hambrick (2013) explained the functioning of the United States Tennis Association. Popp, 

Miller and Hambrick state that the United States Tennis Association (USTA) presents the 

national governing body for tennis in the USA and consists of three major divisions: 

Professional Tennis, Player Development and Community Tennis. The Professional Tennis 

Division oversees not only the administration of the US Open tennis tournament and the 

National Tennis Centre, but also a series of other tournament events. Moreover, the Professional 

Tennis Division also selects American teams for international competitions, such as the Davis 

Cup, Fed Cup, Olympic Games and Paralympic Games. The Player Development Division of 

the USTA finds players and manages tennis centres for player development. Their mission of 

the Player Development Division is to identify and develop the next generation of American 

champions and to provide them with the best conditions which are required for reaching their 

maximum potential. This division of the USTA works on identifying top young talents, monitors 

the success of USA players in federation-approved tournaments, as well as in school (high 

school and university) competitions, and is also active in the latest developments in sports 

science that can improve the player training process. The Community Tennis Division is 

working on developing tennis at the regional level. This division of the United States Tennis 

Association divides the country into 17 regions or sections and is responsible for launching 

several programs (e.g. USTA School Tennis, USTA League Tennis, USTA Jr. Team Tennis, 

National Junior Tennis League, USTA Wheelchair Tennis, USTA Tennis on Campus and Tennis 

Welcome Centres), as well as assists the association develop players by organizing events such 

as tournaments and camps for junior players. Furthermore, Gerdin et al. (2020) conducted a 

study involving 13 Swedish tennis coaches. The results of their study highlighted the 

importance of increased cooperation and communication between clubs, coaches, regions and 

national federations in order to create shared and more articulate guidelines for the long-term 

development of athletes. Coaches mention in their statements certain problems that arise in the 

attempt to keep athletes in tennis during high school, as well as state that athletes who continue 

to play tennis should be provided with good conditions for training and competitions. Gerdin et 

al. believe that maintaining athletes in tennis is particularly problematic as the number of tennis 

dropouts before or during high school has increased. Hence, they point out that management 
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(boards at tennis club) has a major influence on club activities and on work activities of coaches, 

which in turn affects the daily practice of coaches and ultimately the potential of the 

environment for the development of top level athletes. Following the above mentioned, 

Cakravastia and Setiawan (2022) say that local clubs serve as entry points for children and their 

parents into the world of tennis, whereas that athletes, coaches and parents are the primary 

operators in the development of junior athletes and are considered an athletic triangle. Younger 

competitors can be selected to play and represent their city, municipality or province at a 

regional, provincial or national competition (Cakravastia and Setiawan, 2022). Kiraly and Gal 

(2011) describe that in Great Britain the number of sports participants is considered important 

for the improvement of sports culture and a key starting point for the development of a long-

term plan for the development of national athletes. In a research conducted by Cakravastia and 

Setiawan (2022), national-level junior tennis players are said to have the opportunity to be 

selected for the junior national team and represent Indonesia in a junior international 

competition. In addition, they say that local clubs play a significant role in creating massiveness, 

developing from the lowest level to junior athletes, and in further preparation for the transition 

of junior athletes to senior athletes. Furthermore, Cakravastia and Setiawan believe that 

developing a strong collaboration between all stakeholders is important for creating top level 

national tennis players. 

Team sports, such as football, basketball and handball, often require a balance between 

individual talent and team synergy. Below is a brief literature review in order to better 

understand the dynamics of selecting athletes in different sports, shedding light on common 

practices, challenges, and sport-specific considerations. 

In order to identify the policy of the German Football Association, player transitions between 

age groups were monitored (Schroepf and Lames, 2018). Schroepf and Lames believe that when 

the goal is to win international championships in younger age categories, the current level of 

performance is often considered as the only criterion for the player selection process. In order 

to act in their own interest, coaches are tempted to choose the currently best players despite the 

fact that these players are not promising (Schroepf and Lames, 2018). During puberty, when 

there are large differences in maturity (Hefti, 2006), players are often selected for teams because 

of their physical advantages in relation to less developed players (Schroepf and Lames, 2018). 

Schroepf and Lames note that being chronologically older can result in major advantages in 

body size, strength, and body composition, which ultimately adds up to better performance in 

physically demanding sports. Data analysis in the research conducted by Schroepf and Lames 
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showed that the percentage of players moving to the next age group is about 60% for younger 

age groups (U-16 to U-19), and only about 30% for older age groups (U-20 and U-21). The 

dropout rate is also high, as at least one quarter per age group will not later on play in the youth 

national team. Furthermore, early and short careers of young national team players generally 

do not result with a professional career, while late and long careers most likely lead to a 

successful career in senior football. Schroepf and Lames believe that players who can stay in 

the youth national team program for three years or more have a good chance of becoming 

professional footballe players and the best chance of representing Germany at the senior level. 

A study by Helsen, Van Winckel and Williams (2005) showed an overrepresentation of players 

born in the first quarter of the selection year (from January to March) for all national youth 

selections (U-15, U-16, U-17 and U-18), as well as for UEFA U-16 tournaments and the 

Meridian Cup. Helsen, Van Winckel and Williams claim that players with a higher relative age 

are more likely to be identified as talented because of possible physical advantages they have 

when compared to their younger peers. Furthermore, Sæther (2015) conducted a study with the 

main goal to examine the relative age among a group of Norwegian national football team 

players (U-15, U-16, U-17, U-18 and U-19) who were selected to play one or more matches for 

the national team in the period between 2006 and 2010. 92 players were analysed in the study. 

Data analysis showed that more than 46% of players selected in that period were born in the 

first quarter. Sæther says that research results support the fact that the effect of relative age is 

an equally important factor in the selection of elite youth male soccer players in Norway as it 

is in other countries. In a research carried out by Swaab et al. (2014), the aim was to examine 

the correlation between talent and team performance. Swaab et al. state that the results reflect 

a disappointing fact that superstar teams often fall short of expectations, while current data 

suggests that selecting a fewer number of top level players can produce a better team. Swaab et 

al. present the example of Louis van Gaal, who, when he took over as head coach of the Dutch 

national football team after the 2012 European Championship, significantly reduced the number 

of highly talented players in the national team (i.e. the number of players with contracts with 

world elite clubs). The Dutch team qualified for the 2014 FIFA World Cup without losing a 

single game. His actions suggest that he understood the effect of too much talent. A similar 

example also occurs in basketball, where Miami Heat won the 2011-12 NBA championship 

with two of their All-Star players absent due to injuries. Swaab et al. believe that in many cases 

too much talent can be the beginning of failure. Furthermore, in a research conducted by Arede 

et al. (2022), 29 male basketball players aged 16 participated. In basketball, because of 

distinctions in maturity, there are pronounced differences in anthropometric and physical 
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variables (Arede et al., 2019) and variables related to game performance (Torres-Unda et al., 

2013; Torres-Unda et al., 2016), which can lead to favouring and giving advantage to selected 

players who mature early (Torres-Unda et al., 2013). Young athletes who mature early tend to 

be taller and heavier, as well as possess greater absolute and relative lean mass than their less 

mature peers, thus achieving better results in tests of strength, speed and power (Malina et al., 

2007; Figueiredo et al., 2009; Meylan et al., 2010;). Hence, this early maturation has been linked 

to selection biases in team sports, where advantage during selection is given to individuals who 

mature early in relation to less mature peers (Torres-Unda et al., 2013; Johnson, Farooq & 

Whiteley, 2017; Arede et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2021;). However, such advantages are transitory 

(Moran et al., 2020), and in some cases have proven to be weaker in early adulthood (Ostojic 

et al., 2014). In addition, Arede et al. state that the probability of selection increases with higher 

training load, which implies that players in the U-16 national team who could tolerate higher 

loads, have a higher probability of being selected for the U-18 team. Players who are exposed 

to higher workloads at the U-16 level may ultimately find themselves in a better position to 

meet and adapt to training demands in more advanced stages of development, thereby 

increasing their likelihood of being selected for the national team. For example, it was shown 

that the youth national team was important among young handball players and had a strong 

impact on their lives, making their development easier and preparing them for a successful 

transition to the elite level (Bjørndal, Andersen and Ronglan, 2018). 

 

 

Timing of specialization 

 

Youth participation in sport has evolved from free recreational play for the enjoyment of 

children to a variety of intended exercises initiated by adults and aimed at developing sport-

specific skills (Maffulli, 1992; Caine, Maffulli and Caine 2008). Numerous authors attempted 

to explore the role of specialisation in improving results and advancement to the elite level in 

order to determine whether there is a specific benefits from specialisation (Buckley et al., 2017). 

It is interesting that several authors studied elite level athletes, such as for example in the 

research on Swedish tennis players and German Olympians, which reported that elite level 

athletes specialized in their sports later in life, rather than earlier (Zauner, Maksud and 

Melichna, 1989; Blimkie et al., 1993; Jayanthi et al., 2013; Feeley, Agel and LaPrade, 2016). 

However, it appears that early sports specialization among young athletes is on the rise (Farrey, 

2008; Myer et al., 2015), and it is believed that the pressure of choosing one sport to the 
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exclusion of others comes from coaches, parents and fellow young athletes (Gould, 2009). The 

reason for early specialization is fear that, if they do not specialize, they will not be able to 

compete at the next level of competition, i.e. in the next age group (Myer et al., 2016). 

Specialization for one sport was first recorded in Eastern Europe among athletes who 

participated in individual sports, such as gymnastics, swimming, diving and figure skating 

(Mostafavifar, Best and Myer, 2013).). Development programs for future elite level athletes 

included intensive and long-term trainings, often pushed on by parental pressure for success 

(Myer et al., 2016). This evolution in youth sports developed as a result of the increasing respect 

of society for successful athletes who thus enjoy recognition and financial rewards for their 

achievements (Jayanthi et al., 2013). It is likewise important to note that success in younger age 

categories is not a predictor of long-term success, while in some cases, early sports 

specialization may function as a limiting factor for achievements at the elite level (Epstein, 

2014). 

Sports specialization was defined by Wiersman (2000) as early participation in an individual 

sport with high intensity trainings and competitions. Côté, Lidor and Hackfort (2009) classified 

sports specialization as focusing on one sport by spending many hours of targeted trainings 

aimed at improving sports skills. Sports specialization can be defined as "intense year-round 

trainings in one sport to the exclusion of other sports" (Jayanthi et al., 2013). Furthermore, 

Jayanthi et al. (2015) claim that, based on the definition, highly specialized athletes: (1) choose 

a main sport, (2) participate more than eight months per year in one main sport, and (3) 

terminate all other sports and focus on only one sport. Jayanthi et al. believe that the degree of 

sports specialization can be defined as low, moderate or high based on the number of elements 

to which a young athlete can positively respond. From all of the above, Herman et al. (2022) 

state that there is no consensus on the definition of specialization within one sport, and thus say 

that early sports specialization presumably represents continuity in the volume and intensity of 

trainings and competitions within one sport. 

Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-Römer (1993) defined the necessary components for acquiring 

professional skills in musicians, and the identical concepts were extended to sports. In order to 

achieve expertise, musicians must practice 10,000 hours over a period of10 years (Ericsson, 

Krampe and Tesch-Römer 1993). Prime musicians spend more than 10,000 hours practicing 

alone, while their less successful peers accumulate 7,000 hours or less (Jayanthi et al., 2013). 

The incentive for early specialization comes from the assumption that early experiences in 

professional development differentiate the musicians who become experts/elite from those who 
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do not (LaPrade et al., 2016). Therefore, Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-Römer believe that 

individuals who start specialization early have an advantage in relation to those who start later. 

In addition, there is a perception among many parents that in order to gain advantages in 

achieving success, it is necessary for their child to specialize in one sport at an early age (Myer 

et al., 2016). This can best be demonstrated by the example of Tiger Woods, who was introduced 

to golf very early and was exposed to highly specialized training, thus becoming perhaps the 

best golfer of his generation (Erickson et al., 1993; Farrey, 2009). However, Côté and Fraser-

Thomas (2016) suggest that early specialization excludes an important development period 

during which youth athletes should participate in various sports for fun and enjoyment, while 

in favour of persistence and acquiring skills in one sport. These missed opportunities for fun 

and focus on physical activity during youth likely contribute to deficits in current and long-term 

physical activity and health (Mostafavifar, Best and Myer 2013). Without the opportunity to try 

out different sports during childhood, young athletes are less likely to acquire fundamental 

physical, psychosocial and cognitive skills that are important for long-term success in sports 

(Côté, Lidor & Hackfort, 2009). If the sport specialization cycle takes place too early in youth, 

the comprehensive development of motor skill will be limited, which in turn increases the risk 

of future injury and potentially reduces the child's ability to achieve desired sporting results 

(Mostafavifar, Best & Myer, 2013; Hall et al., 2015). 

Youth athlete development currently consists of several theoretical models, each having its own 

strengths and weaknesses, that can point the training of young athletes to maximize their 

performance (Varghese, Ruparell & LaBella, 2022). 

Côté (1999) explained the development of athletes with the "developmental model of 

participation in sport (DMSP)". The first phase is called "trying out" (ages 6 to 13) and it occurs 

when athletes try a variety of different sports, with emphasis on fun and enjoyment. The second 

phase is "the specialization phase" (ages 13 to 15) in which athletes dedicate themselves to one 

or two sports and achievements become more important. In the third, "investment phase", 

athletes (over 15 years old) dedicate themselves to one sport hoping to achieve the elite level 

of performance. There is also the possibility of a fourth phase of development if a high level of 

achievement has been attained, and it is called "the performance" or "the perfection phase". 

During this phase, athletes maintain their elite level status and work on improving their skills. 

Balyi and Hamilton (2004) proposed a "model of long-term athlete development" (LTAD) 

consisting of seven phases which are based on developmental stages and promotion of physical 
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activity among general population. The initial phases are "the active start", "the fundamentals" 

and "learn to train" phases. They promote skills required for physical literacy and are 

recommended to be completed before the onset of adolescence. Athletes with better developed 

abilities can then progress in the phases "train to train", "train to compete" and "train to win" 

by demonstrating key psychosocial and physical indicators. Ideally, given that athletes are 

selected from a system of more developed abilities, they enter the phase called "active for life" 

with the aim of remaining active and healthy. 

Lloyd and Oliver (2012) proposed a "model of youth physical development" (YPD). The YPD 

model provides more details on what type of trainings should be emphasized during each 

developmental phase and takes additional gender differences into account. The phases of YPD 

consist of early childhood (ages 2 to 4), middle childhood (ages 5 to 9), adolescence (ages 10 

to 19) and adulthood (ages 20 to 21). Growth rates are divided into rapid growth, stable growth, 

adolescent growth spurt and declining growth rate, which correspond with the defined 

developmental stages. The YPD model also takes into account the status of maturation, 

adaptation to trainings, training structure and physical qualities of trainings. Lloyd and Oliver 

note that this model recognizes the optimal time for training each physical ability. For example, 

trainings for adolescents (ages 10 to 19) should focus on agility, speed, strength, power, 

hypertrophy and endurance, as well as should be moderately to highly structured. Furthermore, 

Lloyd and Oliver say that the YPD model is not only directed towards achieving a certain level 

of competition, but that it also focuses on the holistic development of young athletes at all 

levels, which therefore makes it more generalizable than the LTAD model. 

Specialization of tennis players is the subject of systematic research and debates in sports 

science. Literature emphasizes the need for holistic development. Therefore, numerous 

researchers and practitioners explored its advantages and disadvantages, particularly in the 

context of youth development, performance results and long-term success of athletes. 

In a research carried out by Padaki et al. (2017) the aim was to determine the influence of 

specialization among young athletes. It was shown that the athletes specialized at the average 

age of 8.1 years and that 31% of athletes played one sport, while 58% played more than one 

sport, but had one main sport. 60% of athletes played their main sport for nine or more months 

a year. Padaki et al. they point out that young athletes are increasingly specialized in one sport 

before starting high school. In addition, they also believe that the desire for success and 

achieving higher levels of ability created additional pressure for specialization by coaches and 
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parents. Baxter-Jones, Maffulli and the TOYA Study Group (2003) also conducted a research 

in which they studied four sports (football, tennis, gymnastics and swimming). Study results 

showed that parents of swimmers more often introduced their children to sports (70%), while 

parents of gymnasts (42%) did so the least. Almost half of football players (47%) played sports 

because of their own interest, while the majority switched to intensive trainings due to 

encouragement from coaches (65%). Furthermore, the results showed that motivation (27%) 

and parental influence (57%) led children to tennis trainings, while 25% of young athletes from 

the sample independently decided to start with intensive trainings. Baxter-Jones, Maffulli and 

the TOYA Study Group found that involvement of young athletes in high-level sports largely 

depended on their parents, while coaches had the strongest influence on the decision to train 

intensively. Kliethermes et al. (2020) say that the proportion of elite level athletes who 

specialized early ranged between 7% and 85%, depending on the sport and definition of 

specialization. Furthermore, elite level athletes often specialized between the ages of 14 and 15, 

compared to their non-elite or semi-elite peers who usually specialized before the age of 13 

(Kliethermes et al., 2020). As a result of all the above, Kliethermes et al. came to several 

conclusions: (1) sports specialization of young athletes is not a prerequisite for success at higher 

elite levels, (2) elite level athletes often specialize between the ages of 14 and 15, and (3) sports 

specialization will not result in better performance among young athletes who specialized in 

one sport compared to those who participate in multiple sports. Accordingly, in a research by 

Moesch et al. (2011) in which 148 elite and 95 near-elite Danish athletes from cgs sports (sports 

measured in centimetres, grams or seconds) participated, it was showed that near-elite athletes 

accumulated significantly more hours of training already at the age of 9, while continuing to 

train more during early adolescence until the age of 15. At the age of 18, the accumulated 

amount of training hours for the two groups was almost identical. After the age of 18, elite level 

athletes practice more training hours, while showing a significant difference until the age of 21 

when compared to almost elite athletes. Finally, Moesch et al. conclude that involvement in 

other sports did not differ between groups and did not predict success. In addition, in a study 

involving 4924 male and female athletes who competed in sprint races and were ranked on the 

lists of the International Athletics Federation, it was shown that only 17% of male and 21% of 

female athletes among the top 50 ranked U-18 athletes managed to be among the top 50 senior 

athletes (Boccia, Cardinale and Brustio, 2021). Boccia, Cardinale and Brustio report that the 

top 50 ranked senior athletes systematically showed greater annual improvements during late 

adolescence and early adulthood compared to the athletes in the top 50 at U-18. Likewise, the 

top 50 ranked senior athletes reached their peak performance later than the top 50 ranked 
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athletes in the U-18. In the end, Boccia, Cardinale and Brustio concluded that early success in 

athletics is not a good predictor for success at the senior level in sprint events. For example, in 

a research conducted by Wilhelm, Choi and Deitch (2017), 102 active professional baseball 

players (aged from 22 to 40) participated, and it was shown that 50 players (48%) specialized 

in baseball early, with the average age at the beginning of sports specialization was 8.91 years. 

Wilhelm, Choi, and Deitch noted that those who specialized early reported more serious injuries 

during their professional baseball careers. Likewise, most professional baseball players (63.4%) 

believe that sports specialization before high school is not necessary for acquiring the skills 

necessary for playing on the professional level. Furthermore, Rugg et al. (2018) conducted a 

study on athletes who played other sports in addition to basketball during high school, and were 

defined as multi-sport athletes, and then compared with athletes who only played basketball in 

high school. 237 athletes were included in the research, out of which 36 (15%) were involved 

in multiple sports, while 201 (85%) were athletes playing only one sport in high school. The 

participants in multiple sports played more games (78.4% vs. 72.8%) and were also less likely 

to sustain a major injury during their career (25% vs. 43%). Furthermore, Rugg et al. state that 

a higher percentage of multi-sport athletes were active in the league at the time of data 

collection, indicating an increased longevity in the National Basketball Association (NBA) 

league (94% vs. 81.1%). Likewise, in a research by Confino et al. (2019) it was shown that 

multi-sport athletes had significantly more average total games, while single-sport athletes had 

a significantly higher incidence of upper extremity injuries compared to multi-sport athletes. In 

a research by Pasulka et al. (2017) it was demonstrated that out of 1190 surveyed athletes, 26% 

(313) specialized in one sport. Furthermore, sports with the highest share of athletes 

specializing in one sport were: tennis (46.7%), gymnastics (30.1%) and dance (26.3%). Athletes 

specializing in one sport in individual sports started specializing at a younger age (11.2 ± 2.4 

vs. 12.0 ± 2.7), as well as reported higher training volumes (11.8 vs. 10.3 h/week) than those 

involved in team sports. Furthermore, research results of Pasulka et al. also indicated that 

single-sport athletes in individual sports were more prone to overexertion injuries, however, 

that they had a smaller share of acute injuries when compared to single-sport athletes in team 

sports. A study aimed at determining whether sports specialization was associated with an 

increased risk of injuries in the musculoskeletal system of the lower extremities among 

adolescent athletes was conducted by McGuine et al. (2017). 1544 athletes participated in the 

research and filled out a questionnaire, while classifying themselves as low specialized (59.5%), 

moderately specialized (27.1%) and highly specialized (13.4%). McGuin et al. concluded that 

athletes with moderate or high sports specialization are more likely to suffer musculoskeletal 
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injuries of lower extremities than athletes with low specialization. Furthermore, the results of a 

study with 519 junior tennis players in the American Tennis Association showed that 70% of 

them started specializing at an average age of 10.4 years, while 95% specialized by the age of 

18 (Jayanthi et al., 2011). Players who specialized only in tennis were 1.5 times more likely to 

report an injury. Ratings of enjoyment and satisfaction with tennis decreased among players 

older than 14 years. Jayanthi et al. believe there is a potential correlation to reduced enjoyment 

and satisfaction as players get older and become more specialized in tennis. Jayanthi et al. 

concluded that players who specialized only in tennis were more likely to report a previous 

tennis-related injury, whereas players who sustained an injury in the past year had a 

significantly higher risk of future withdrawal from tournaments due to medical reasons. 

Furthermore, Carlson (1988) conducted a research in which he attempted to contribute to the 

explanation of how numerous top level Swedish tennis players simultaneously experienced 

international success. Two groups of players were selected for the research, an elite level group 

and a control group, each consisting of 10 individual athletes. The results showed that elite level 

players played other sports for a longer time and at a later age compared to the players in the 

control group. On average, elite level players specialized in tennis at the age of 14, while control 

group players did so at the age of 11. Until the age of about 13, there were no major differences 

between the two groups regarding the amount of tennis trainings. Between the ages of 13 and 

15, the players in the control group trained tennis more than elite level players, while after the 

age of 15, elite players trained more. Carlson concluded that it is not possible to predict who 

will develop into a world-class tennis player exclusively on the basis of individual talent. In a 

study by Li et al. (2020) which involved 373 tennis players, the results showed that 75% of the 

top 300 professional tennis players started playing tennis between the ages of 3 and 7, 21% 

started playing between the ages of 7 and 10, and 4% started later; between the ages of 10 and 

13. Li et al. state that research of the developmental stories of these "late starters" revealed that 

they also participated in other sports (e.g., football, gymnastics) before specializing in tennis. 

The results also showed that professional rankings between the ages of 14 and 18 were not 

reliable in predicting a player's future ranking. Li et al. thus concluded that players, coaches, 

elite sports agencies and federations may have little control over the outcome, however, that 

they still have immense control over strategy, policy, planning, providing resources, process 

and support, which can in turn lead to increased chances for elite success and maximizing player 

potential. 
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Sports specialization in childhood has become more common, and there is concern that sports 

specialization before adolescence could be detrimental for young athletes (Jayanthi et al., 2013). 

Engaging in year-round intensive training programs in one sport at an early age can result in 

negative outcomes for some young athletes, such as overexertion injuries, burnout and quitting 

from the sport/s (DiFiori et al., 2014). Several systematic reviews have shown that highly 

specialized athletes have a higher rate of overexertion injuries (Fabricant et al., 2016; Bell et 

al., 2018; Carder et al., 2020). In addition to an increased number of injuries, the authors of the 

systematic review concluded that specialized athletes are exposed to higher levels of burnout 

than non-specialized athletes (Giusti et al., 2020). Athlete burnout is usually defined as 

emotional and physical exhaustion (Raedeke & Smith, 2001), and it can be a precursor of 

quitting the sport (Fraser-Thomas, Côté & Deakin, 2008; Crane & Temple, 2015; Biese et al., 

2024). Due to the negative effects on mental and physical health, numerous medical 

organizations, including the American Orthopedic Society for Sports Medicine (AOSSM) 

(McLellan, Allahabadi & Pandya, 2022), the American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) (Brenner 

and Council on Sports Medicine and Fitness, 2016), the American Society of Sports Medicine 

(AMSSM) (DiFiori et al., 2014), and the American College of Sports Medicine (ACSM), 

expressed concerns about early specialization (LaPrade et al., 2016). Despite the mentioned 

concerns, the prevalence of highly specialized youth athletes remains a worrying trend both in 

academic and practical areas in youth sport (Coutinho et al., 2023). 

An alternative to early sports specialization is diversification (Côté, Baker and Abernethy, 2007; 

Côté and Erickson, 2015). For most sports, numerous researchers believe that early 

diversification is more likely to lead to success (Carlson, 1988; Barynina and Vaitsekhovskii, 

1992; Hodges and Starkes, 1996; Helsen, Starkes and Hodges, 1998; Lidor and Lavyan, 2002; 

Baker, Cote and Abernethy, 2003; Soberlak and Côté, 2003; Güllich and Emrich, 2006; Wall 

and Côté, 2007; Moesch et al., 2011;). Early diversification provides young athletes with a 

valuable physical, cognitive and psychosocial environment and fosters motivation (Wiersma, 

2000; Abernethy, Baker & Côté, 2005; Moesch et al., 2011; Valovich McLeod et al., 2011). 

Accordingly, children should participate in various sports with qualified youth coaches, who in 

turn possess the necessary knowledge and skills to organize and monitor trainings and age-

related modifications so that children are more likely to experience long-term success as 

competitive athletes (Myer et al., 2016). Furthermore, developmental sports programs should 

correspond to the anatomical, physiological and psychosocial uniqueness of children and 
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adolescents, as well as relate to their long-term physical development in order to build a strong 

foundation for future success (Mountjoy et al., 2011; Lloyd and Oliver, 2012). 

 

 

Social capital 

  

The social support system in youth sports contains multiple stakeholders, such as coaches, 

parents, siblings, teammates and sports officials (Jowett and Timson-Katchis, 2005; Dorsch et 

al., 2020). Shumaker and Brownell (1984) defined social support as an exchange of resources 

between two people with the aim of improving the well-being of the support recipient. Support 

from the most important people such as coaches, parents and peers in the sports context has 

been identified as an essential resource for athletes (Sheridan, Coffee and Lavallee, 2014). 

Parents are considered as one of the most significant and influential members within that 

network (Stein, Raedeke and Glenn, 1999) since they are a fundamental component of the youth 

sports system (Dorsch, 2017). Watching their children compete in an important race, with wins 

and losses, as well as success and failure, it is not surprising that many parents become heavily 

involved in monitoring and guiding (Lauer et al., 2010). For example, it has been suggested to 

ensure a strong parental support network during the earlier stages of playing sports because 

without it, a talented child is unlikely to fulfil their potential (Monsaas, 1985). Parents are 

extremely important in youth sports as they provide children with the support that enables them 

to participate and progress (Wuerth, Lee and Alfermann, 2004; Horn and Horn, 2007). The 

participation of children in sports can likewise improve social connection, social support, 

connection with peers, life satisfaction and self-esteem, and can also reduce stress, anxiety and 

depression (Torjman, 2004; Valois et al., 2004; Coalter, 2005; Seippel, 2006; Street, James and 

Cutt, 2007;). Parental involvement and support are also related to the athlete's enjoyment, 

performance and self-esteem (Leff and Hoyle, 1995; Hoyle and Leff, 1997). Baker et al. (2003) 

point out that the development of sports skills is the result of a successful interaction of 

biological, psychological and sociological traits. In addition, resources such as parental support 

and adequate instruction are essential (Baker et al., 2003). 

Most recent developments in the field of parental involvement in youth sports have led to the 

introduction of parental education programs and interventions (Burke et al., 2024). Such 

programs and educations provide a convenient way towards reducing inappropriate parental 

involvement and improvement of athlete performance, as well as to reducing certain stressors 
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experienced by parents, coaches and young athletes (Burke et al., 2024). The mentioned 

programs are aimed at promoting and enhancing positive parental involvement in youth sports 

in order to provide a positive youth sports environment (Dorsch et al., 2017; Thrower, Harwood, 

& Spray, 2017; 2019; Tamminen et al., 2020). 

Fredricks and Eccles (2004) suggested that parents fulfil three fundamental roles in their 

children's sports experience, namely: provider, interpreter and role model. 

As providers of sports services, parents who make physical activities available to their children 

offer young individuals the opportunity to try out and experience sports (Côté, 1999). Parents 

provide transportation to trainings, matches, camps and tournaments. In addition, they also 

provide the necessary financial support for maintaining long-term engagement aimed at talent 

development (Bloom, 1985). 

The second parental role of interpreter affects children's perception of competences and values 

which are acquired by playing sports (Fredricks and Eccles, 2004). Parental beliefs and 

expectations are associated with youth athletes experiencing stress, anxiety and burnout 

(Fredricks and Eccles, 2004). 

The role of parents as role models represents their influence on the child's sports behaviour by 

modelling reactions to situations (Fish and Magee, 2003) through showing how to perform 

sports skills, and even by how to communicate with those who are involved in sports (coaches, 

officials, other parents and athletes) (Fredricks and Eccles, 2004). 

Parents are faced with financial and time demands, they are the interpreters of the sports 

experience, however, they are also obliged to constantly provide emotional support to their 

athlete child (Andersonn and Andersonn, 2000). On the other hand, when parents apply 

inappropriate types of support to their children (e.g., pressuring children or having unrealistic 

expectations of children), this can be associated with a series of negative outcomes, including 

increased anxiety, fear of failure, parent-child conflicts and dropping out of school (Fraser-

Thomas, Coté & Deakin, 2008; Bois, Lalanne & Delforge, 2009; Le Bars, Gernigon & Ninot, 

2009; Sagar & Lavallée, 2010). Gould et al. (2006) state that today’s role played by parents in 

the sports involvement of young athletes is under great scrutiny and there are frequent reports 

of problematic or excessively involved parents. From all the above, many authors believe that 

parents play a significant role in the sports development of their children (Bloom, 1985; 

Hellstedt, 1987; Woolger and Power, 1993; Côté, 1999; Gould et al., 2006; 2008;). Furthermore, 

Knight and Newport (2017) point out that parenting in sports is a much more complex process 
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than simply knowing how and when to provide support. Research in the field of parental 

involvement in youth sports focuses on the one-way influence of parents on their children's 

participation in sports (Greendorfer, 1992). Therefore, Snyder and Purdy (1982), Weiss and 

Hayashi (1995) and Dorsch, Smith and McDonough (2009) showed the two-way and mutual 

influence of parents and athletes on socialization in sports, whereby athletes are not only 

influenced by their parents, but athletes also influence their parents' thoughts and behaviours. 

The last two decades have been characterized by the rise of the concept of social capital as an 

important academic concept, with the concept of social support closely related to social capital 

(Novak, Svalina and Delale, 2020). Social capital is a term that includes resources that imply 

social relations and social inclusion (Novak, Svalina and Delale, 2020). Furthermore, Novak, 

Svalina and Delale state that social capital includes moral support, cultural value, leadership, 

the ability to play sports and logistical and financial support. They believe that all of the above 

affects the level of self-confidence, motivation, sense of belonging and the level of sports 

performance. 

Sociologists Pierre Bourdieu and James Coleman are listed as the founders of the concept, and 

according to their approach, there are significant differences in defining social capital. 

Bourdieu (1983) was the first to define social capital as a set of resources associated with the 

possession of a network of permanent connections between individuals and groups. Social 

capital can be useful both to individuals and groups, but also contribute to maintaining the 

existing social inequalities (Bourdieu, 1983). Bourdieu believed that capital can be manifested 

in three forms, namely: economic, cultural and social. Economic capital represents money, land 

and real estates that a person owns. Cultural capital refers to the level of education and 

commitment to increasing personal value. Social capital in this classification refers to social 

relationships and the creation of social ties and networks (Bourdieu, 1986). 

Coleman (1990) defined social capital as a resource that can be found in social structure and is 

available to an individual or a group of individuals due to their social positioning. Social capital 

can take various forms, such as family ties, friendships, professional networks or membership 

in organizations (Coleman, 1990). Furthermore, Coleman claims that social capital has a value 

that cannot be measured solely by economic criteria, as it is often based on trust and reciprocity 

in interpersonal relationships. 

The theory of social capital indicates that interpersonal trust, norms of solidarity and exchange 

of social support among community members represent potential and that access to such capital 
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factors can facilitate the actions of population members (Putnam, 1993; Kawachi, Subramanian 

and Kim, 2010; Furuta et al., 2012). One of the most famous authors in the study of social 

capital is the political scientist Robert Putnam, who defined social capital as a network of 

interpersonal relationships which, through social ties, mutual trust and norms of mutual help 

and cooperation, realizes individual and collective benefits (Putnam, 2000). 

 

Putnam (1995; 2000) identified three determinants of social capital: 

1. "Network" social capital refers to the quality and variety of social ties that a person 

has, such as: friendships, family relationships, connections with organizations and 

social groups. Quality social ties that are based on trust, reciprocity and common 

interests are considered as key elements of social capital. 

2. "Reciprocal" social capital refers to norms of mutual assistance and cooperation. 

Positive social norms, such as respect and solidarity, and values, such as fairness and 

social responsibility, can assist in creating and maintaining social capital. 

3. "Resource" social capital refers to material and non-material resources that a person 

can acquire through social connections, such as information, support, access to 

employment or other resources. Social resources are key elements of social capital 

as they assist individuals in achieving goals and improving life standards. 

 

Some researchers analysed the influence of social capital and how these factors contributed to 

an individual's success in sports. 

In a study conducted by Wolfenden and Holt (2005), six main categories were shown that reflect 

the complex interactions between players, parents and coaches that are associated with 

involvement in elite junior tennis: 1) emotional support, 2) tangible support, 3) informational 

support, 4) waivers, 5) pressure and 6) relationship with coaches. Based on data analysis, it was 

also demonstrated that parents fulfil the most significant roles in terms of providing emotional 

and tangible support (with the mother being more involved than the father). The analysis 

particularly emphasized that parental attempts to give tennis-related advice were negatively 

evaluated both by children and coaches. Parents were perceived as a source of pressure when 

they became too involved in the competitive environment. Therefore, Wolfenden and Holt 

believe that parents can help or hinder talent development in elite junior tennis, depending on 

the roles they are trying to fulfil. Furthermore, Wolfenden and Holt note that it is difficult to 
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achieve success without a support network (coaches, parents, siblings, friends, physical 

conditioning coaches). A research by Gould et al. (2006), which consisted of multiple goals, 

showed that parents were perceived as very important for success of junior players in tennis. 

The majority of parents (59%) with whom these coaches worked are considered to have a 

positive effect on the development of their children as players. However, Gould et al. also say 

that respondents believe that 36% of parents have negatively affected their child's development. 

Negative parental behaviours included overemphasizing victory, unrealistic expectations and 

criticizing the child. Positive parental behaviours included providing logistical, financial and 

socioemotional support, as well as opportunities for tennis and unconditional love. Gould et al. 

believe that parents play a crucial role in the development of young tennis players. Furthermore, 

Gould et al. note that, although many parents are doing an excellent job in this regard and 

contributing positively to their child's development, the experienced coaches they studied also 

believe that a significant number of parents unknowingly interfere with their child's sports 

development. In another study by Gould et al. (2008), the content analysis revealed that most 

parents had a positive influence and represented an appropriate perspective of tennis, by 

emphasizing child development and providing support. Namely, parents allowed their children 

to play several sports, and not just tennis. In addition, parents attempted to make their children's 

social life easier. This is important as coaches have recognized that parents are key to the 

development of junior tennis players and that parents can create positive experiences in tennis. 

However, a minority of parents were perceived as negative, demanding and overbearing, while 

focusing on the outcome. Gould et al. indicate that parents of tennis players should show 

positive attitudes and behaviours, as well as should avoid negative ones. Harwood and Knight 

(2009) state that parents experience a series of competitive stressors that indicate difficulties 

they face before, during, and after matches, including their child, opponents, other parents and 

officials. In a study carried out by Harwood and Knight, parents also reported on a wide range 

of organizational stressors that paralleled the financial, social and personal investments that 

accompanied their roles of providing support. Furthermore, content analysis revealed that 

parents of tennis players also face work demands, as well as family activities and 

responsibilities which lead to potential career problems, inequality in spousal and sibling 

attention or sibling resentment. Harwood and Knight indicate that the results of that research 

emphasize the importance of possessing the parenting skills required for coping with the 

psychological, developmental and logistical demands of competitive tennis. In addition, they 

say that, although the emphasis of that research was on identifying stressors associated with 

parenting of tennis players, there were also positive topics and factors that parents presented 
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about their tennis experience (e.g., parents' own satisfaction, creation of social networks, 

children's friendship with peers, closer relationship with the child, benefits for health and 

physical fitness, and a sense of pride with the child's achievements). Harwood and Knight 

believe it is necessary to educate and support parents in the motivational and emotional 

processes of competitions, as well as provide them with the necessary cognitive and 

motivational skills to manage themselves and their child's reactions. Furthermore, they believe 

that this type of education, perhaps through tournament workshops, would improve their role 

as interpreters and role models for their child before, during and after competitions. In a study 

by Lauer et al. (2010), it was demonstrated that parents exhibited many positive behaviours that 

facilitated development. In addition, parental support provided in specific ways was frequently 

mentioned, including providing transportation, giving emotional support, scheduling 

tournaments and making waivers in order to enable the child with an opportunity to play. 

Negative behaviours which slowed down development included negativity and criticism, 

excessive pushing, overemphasis on winning and talent development in relation to other 

domains of the child's life, as well as using undesirable behaviours to achieve tennis goals. For 

example, the analysis showed that parents do not put pressure on purpose, however, they do not 

recognize how the child perceives their behaviour. Upon reviewing the trends across all stages 

of development, Lauer et al. say that all parents created a positive experience in the early years, 

and that with growing pressure in the middle years there were more conflicts in which negative 

parenting often manifested itself in their actions and behaviour. Although parents were less 

involved in the elite years, it is interesting that players still wanted their parents' opinion on 

certain parts of their lives, such as education, finances and management of the support team, 

however, not in tennis. From all of the above, Lauer et al. emphasize that parents play a crucial 

role in talent development of junior tennis players. In another study conducted by Lauer et al. 

(2010), the aim was to examine the influence of parents on the development of talent and the 

parent-child relationship. The results were presented in three development paths of tennis: 

smooth, difficult and turbulent. Parents on a smooth path demonstrated more positive 

behaviours than parents who were not on that path. Equally important, smooth path parents 

avoided many negative or unintentionally harmful behaviours seen among other parents of 

tennis players. In particular, they displayed very few negative behaviours in their elite years, 

managing to skilfully avoid putting too much pressure on their children, and without drawing 

attention to their investment. This disproves the myth that the development of elite tennis 

players requires an overly involved parent. Smooth path parents demonstrated that they can 

facilitate the development of a successful tennis player while enjoying a healthy relationship 
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with their children throughout their developmental years. Parents with a difficult path showed 

many positive behaviours and attitudes, identically as parents with a smooth path, and they also 

reported positive experiences in the early years of development. Despite this, negative 

interactions with the child persisted and intensified during adolescence. Although some 

negative interactions occurred, the negative consequences were limited as parents and players 

seemed to resolve most of their conflicts during the elite years. Lauer et al. state that parents 

with a difficult path recognized that their relationship with their child was strained and sought 

to ease the pressure, often by communicating and reducing direct involvement over time. In 

particular, they reduced involvement during the elite years. However, like most families, even 

though some conflicts still existed, they generally maintained a healthy parent-child 

relationship. Similar to smooth and difficult path parents, parents with turbulent paths usually 

showed positive parent-child interactions in the early years. However, during the first years 

there were initial signs that tennis and other sports became very important. The positive 

relationships that existed in the early years, when children enjoyed the attention of their parents, 

became strained due to the increasing pressure to perform and improve in ranking during the 

middle and elite years. Consequently, Ryan and Deci (2000) state that the child's desire for self-

determination and the parents' desire to control the tennis experience often result in conflict. 

Lauer et al. claim that problems which developed in the middle years continued into the elite 

years, while players who produced successful professional tennis careers remained in strained 

relationships with their parents. However, it should be said that these parents were not 

uneducated or abusive. In fact, they had good intentions and wanted what is best for their child, 

and were also positive in many ways. Athletes generally felt that the negative consequences 

outweighed the positive ones and assumed that tennis had become too important to their parents. 

Lauer et al. indicate that parental involvement does not have to be excessive or negative, as 

well as that parents can be positive and supportive, and still help their child develop into a 

successful professional tennis player. Furthermore, Knight and Holt (2013) conducted a 

research aimed at determining the factors which affect parental experiences at tournaments 

while watching their children compete in junior tennis tournaments, as well as at identifying 

suggestions for improving their experiences. The analysis resulted in identifying four factors 

that affected tournament experiences of participants, as follows: 1. child's performance and 

behaviour (harnessing of potential, child's on-court behaviour, child's reaction to the match); 2. 

sportsmanship (attitude and behaviour of opponents, parental involvement in the match); 3. 

parent-parent interactions (social opportunities, parental disputes); and 4. tournament context 

(tournament organization, focus on ranking points). The participants also provided three 
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recommendations for improving their experiences: 1. providing education and support for 

tennis players (teaching tennis players coping skills, educating tennis players on 

sportsmanship); 2. providing education and support for parents (offering education for the 

parents on tournament participation, psychological support for parents to navigate 

tournaments); and 3. organizational changes (organizational enforcement of rules, more 

referees). Knight and Holt conclude that the identification of these factors, along with the 

changes proposed by the participants, would have numerous effects on parent education 

initiatives that could improve parenting in junior tennis in the future. Knight and Holt conclude 

that the identification of the mentioned factors, along with the changes proposed by the 

participants, would have numerous effects on initiatives for parent education that could improve 

parenting in junior tennis in the future. In another research by Knight and Holt (2014), it was 

presented that each child's development is unique and will therefore require different types of 

parental involvement. In addition, the participants clearly indicated in the results that optimal 

involvement depends on the parents looking for ways to increase the child's opportunities for 

success and enjoyment in tennis. Knight and Holt believe that consistency between goals, 

emotional climate and parental practices will enhance parental involvement in youth tennis. 

Given that there is little research on sports parenting that specifically examines the role of 

parents in the introductory stages of youth sports experience, Gould et al. (2016) conducted a 

study aimed at examining coaches' attitudes on parental roles in 10 and Under (U-10) tennis. 

Gould et al. state that coaches believe parents should adopt the role of supportive/assisting 

parents, rather than coaching ones, as well as attempt to understand child development, have a 

long-term perspective on tennis development and work to improve a positive parent-child 

relationship. The advice and recommendations for U-10 parents included accepting the long-

term athlete development pathway, planning tennis-related communication and feedback, and 

finding ways to connect with the tennis culture. In addition, Gould et al. believe that parents of 

athletes require a better understanding of child development. In a research carried out by 

Thrower, Harwood and Spray (2016), the need for educating parents of tennis players was also 

emphasized. Thrower, Harwood and Spray state that the mentioned needs can only be met if 

parents are in a supportive learning environment that provides them with structured education, 

the effectiveness of which will be determined by the parents' motivation to learn and the 

continuous support of key stakeholders (e.g., coaches). Furthermore, they claim that parental 

involvement is affected by comprehensive social characteristics (e.g., financial and time 

demands), as well as by indirect organizational factors. Therefore, in a study conducted by 

Novak, Svalina and Delale (2020), they state that various domains of social capital (family, 
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school, sports team) successfully predicted the sports success of young tennis players. They 

also believe that it is possible, with the right approach and social support from important factors 

such as family, school and the sports team, to support a young competitor in achieving top level 

athletic results. Focusing solely on one area of a young athlete's life is not enough to achieve 

better competitive results, since a holistic approach is required in the development of young 

tennis players (Novak, Svalina and Delale, 2020). 
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4. DISCUSSION 

 

This doctoral dissertation is aimed on the theoretical and empirical conceptualization of sports 

success and the analysis of the development of tennis players' careers. Upon applying 

qualitative methodology and biographical studies, the research presents an in-depth analysis of 

tennis players’ life stories in order to obtain insight into their developmental paths. Starting 

from their personal experiences and subjective interpretations of their sports journey, the aim 

was to identify and explain the differences among tennis players of different levels of sports 

success. The study, by using purposive sampling, consisted of interviewing 30 male tennis 

players, divided into three groups according to their level of sports success: (1) Grand Slam 

winners (N = 10), (2) professional tennis players ranked between position 150 and 300 on the 

professional men’s tennis ranking list (N = 10), and (3) senior players with national rank 

between 1st and 10th position on the national ranking list or on the ATP ranking list between 

position 500 and 1500 (N = 10). For the analysis of the interviews, the reflexive thematic 

analysis according to Braun and Clarke (2019) was applied, conducted by using an inductive 

approach. The analytical procedure comprised of six phases. The first phase composed of 

transcribing the interviews, which was a good way to become familiar with the obtained data. 

The mentioned phase also included several readings of the interview transcripts and the 

identification of data segments containing significant information. The second phase consisted 

of generating initial codes from the obtained data. Several potential topics that were considered 

as interesting and relevant for further research were coded. The third phase involved sorting the 

different codes into potential topics and comparing all relevant coded data extracts within the 

identified topics. The fourth phase consisted of two levels of reviewing and refining the topics, 

as follows: review at the level of the coded data, and coding additional data within the topics 

that were disregarded in previous coding phases. The fifth phase was defining and naming the 

topics, during which the selected topics were further refined. The final sixth phase consisted of 

producing the reports after the overall development of the topics was completed. 

In accordance with the general objective of the research, data analysis enabled the identification 

and interpretation of key factors and patterns of experience that shaped the sports success and 

career development of the tennis players. In this context, three interconnected studies were 

conducted. The first study (Study 1) aimed at investigating negative life events/circumstances, 

such as injuries, financial constraints, and non-selection for the national team, as well as how 

the mentioned events, from the perspective of the tennis players' personal experience, 
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influenced the development of their tennis careers. The second study (Study 2) examines the 

developmental paths of tennis players, with particular emphasis on early, optimal and late 

specialization, as well as their influence on the sports career and achieved level of success. The 

third study (Study 3) focuses on investigating the perspectives of tennis players regarding 

different levels of success and the role of social capital, particularly in relation to their family, 

in long-term sports development and the achievement of sports success. 

In the context of understanding the development of sports careers and sports success, previous 

research indicate injuries as one of the key factors shaping tennis players' careers. For 

participants at the third level of success, injuries represented the most common and subjectively 

most unpleasant challenge, whereas, similarly, the results suggest that participants at the second 

level of success were also highly prone to injuries associated with overtraining, which points to 

specific risk patterns in the development of talented athletes. In a research conducted by Pluim 

et al. (2016), it was also confirmed that overexertion injuries were the most common health 

problem (47%), followed by illnesses (36%) and acute injuries (13%). In accordance with the 

aim of this dissertation, the mentioned findings indicate that tennis players at the second and 

third levels of success experienced insufficient professional and institutional support in injury 

prevention and coping with their consequences during certain phases of their careers. 

Furthermore, Pluim et al. (2016) consider the relatively high incidence of injuries in this group 

of young players as a cause for concern. In contrast, the experiences of Grand Slam winners 

point to different patterns of sports career management, as they included interdisciplinary expert 

teams during crucial, i.e., pivotal periods, with the aim of injury prevention and long-term 

preservation of their abilities. According to Bahr (2009), overtraining often leads to injuries, 

and playing through pain or despite functional limitations is a common occurrence among elite 

level athletes. In their attempt to achieve the best possible sports success, athletes, according to 

Van der Sluis et al. (2017), are likely to maintain risky health-related behavioural patterns, such 

as prolonged ignoring of pain, which can result in detrimental health consequences. 

Such experiences confirm that, despite the frequency and severity of injuries, it is possible to 

achieve the highest level of sports success, whereby injuries caused by overtraining and playing 

through pain remain a permanent characteristics of elite level sport, however, with different 

consequences depending on available resources and coping strategies. 

The financial and logistical demands of competitive tennis represent one of the key structural 

factors which shape the development of a tennis player's sports career, especially during 
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developmental and transitional phases of the career. High costs of coaching support, travel and 

competitions require the involvement of a broader team of experts, which for many athletes and 

their families constitutes a significant financial burden. Balliauw et al. (2017) state that junior 

tennis players do not have the same experience as 30-year-old players and that they need a 

customized cycle in junior development, both from the athletic and financial perspective. In 

addition, they also believe that covering costs and offering opportunities for gaining experience 

is more important than monetary rewards. Furthermore, the findings of this dissertation indicate 

that logistical and financial challenges are particularly highlighted among participants at the 

second and third levels of success. Participants at the third level of success pointed out the lack 

of financial resources as one of the most common reasons for quitting an active sports career, 

noting that parents could cover the required costs only up to a certain stage of development, 

after which the lack of resources directly limited further progress. Similarly, participants at the 

second level of success reported significant psychological and existential burdens associated 

with financial uncertainty. According to the present financial model, professional tennis 

organizations are unable to provide an acceptable income for each tennis player who considers 

tennis as a professional occupation (Balliauw et al., 2017). In a research carried out by Örnek 

and Biçer (2021), conducted among promising tennis players who stopped playing tennis, it 

was determined that athletes, when evaluating the challenges they faced during their tennis 

career, most frequently reported having financial difficulties. Also, in a study conducted by 

Yavuz, Arıcan and Türkmen (2024), financial resources were highlighted as one of the reasons 

for terminating the tennis career. Such findings demonstrate the important role of 

socioeconomic status in achieving sports success, whereas long-term maintaining in. In a 

research by Hernandez et al. (2023), participants cited costs as a holdback to their children's 

participation in club sports and competitions involving travel. Given the high and continuous 

costs associated with tennis, including coaching fees, court usage and tournament participation, 

Johnson (2024) concludes that financial accessibility, rather than talent level, represents the 

largest and most significant barrier to engaging in this sport. In contrast to the experiences of 

tennis players at lower levels of success, participants who achieved Grand Slam victories 

perceived financial difficulties in the early stages of their careers as a strong motivational 

incentive, while upon entering the highest level of professional tennis they secured financial 

stability and the opportunity for further investment in an interdisciplinary expert team. 

The mentioned findings further indicate that financial resources, in complex interdependence 

with the athlete's personal characteristics and the conditions of the sports and social 
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environment, play a crucial role in directing sports careers, as well as in achieving and 

maintaining top-level sports success. 

When it comes to the development of sports careers and achieving top-level success, one of the 

key questions for national tennis systems is how to most effectively direct the available 

resources. In this context, talent identification has become a crucial element of national 

development strategies directed towards fostering and ensuring the long-term sustainability of 

elite level sports. Therefore, the mentioned findings have thrown further light on the role of 

institutional support in shaping careers and their tennis paths. Participants at the third level of 

success stated that they were included in all national selections during their junior career, 

however, upon transitioning to the senior category, invitations to the national team ceased, 

which they experienced as an extremely negative event with long-term consequences for their 

further career development. Despite successful junior level results, failure to be selected for the 

national team represented an important turning point that, in combination with other limiting 

factors, contributed to the slowdown or termination of their sports career. Sotiriadou, Shilbury 

and Quick (2008) emphasize that the role of stakeholders financing sports alters through 

different phases of the developmental process, which is also confirmed by previous research 

indicating that sport development strategies initiated and implemented by stakeholders differ 

significantly depending on each phase of development. According to Brouwers, Sotiriadou and 

De Bosscher (2015), the market orientation of tennis motivated the involvement of various 

private sports organizations, such as private academies and organizations, in the development 

and support of elite level players. Furthermore, Brouwers, Sotiriadou and De Bosscher point 

out that the increasingly prominent role of local clubs in most processes of developing top 

players refers to the need to re-evaluate the level of support received by the clubs, as well as 

their ability to ensure optimal developmental pathways. Although tennis players at the second 

and third levels of success were involved in national selections during certain phases of their 

careers, the experiences of Grand Slam tournament winners differed in terms of continuity and 

stability of institutional support. Grand Slam champions were significantly more frequently and 

over longer periods included in national representative programs, which indicates stronger and 

more systematic support from national tennis federations. 

In accordance with the objective of this dissertation, the mentioned findings indicate that long-

term institutional support, combined with the personal resources of athletes and other 

environmental factors, plays a crucial role in achieving the highest level of sports success. 
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Reports from tennis players at different levels of success provided valuable insight into the early 

stages of their sports careers, particularly regarding the beginning of tennis participation, the 

start of specialization, and the long-term consequences of early sports experiences on the 

achieved sports success. In accordance with the objective of this dissertation, the mentioned 

findings indicate that the developmental paths of tennis players are not linear but are shaped by 

a complex interaction of individual and social factors, as well as environmental factors. 

However, Grand Slam winners described an early beginning of playing tennis, however without 

a high intensity and volume of trainings, as well as without exclusive focus on tennis. Their 

early sports experiences were marked by a limited number of weekly trainings and parallel 

participation in other sports. Such experiences are consistent with developmental models which 

emphasize that the goal in childhood should be to develop a love for sports, acquire basic motor 

and coordination skills, and build self-confidence, rather than an early focus on results and 

specialization. Although an early start is often associated with the development of technical 

skills, empirical findings consistently show that a greater volume of specific trainings and 

competitions at a young age are not necessarily correlated to later elite level success. Therefore, 

Brouwers, Sotiriadou and De Bosscher (2015) suggest in their research that tennis clubs need 

coaches who are professional, motivated and possess the appropriate knowledge and skills for 

working with children. It is the responsibility of national tennis federations to ensure that clubs 

have coaches with a wide range of knowledge and expertise, from working with children to the 

processes of talent identification and selection (Pankhurst, 2013). While coaches play a crucial 

role in creating a stimulating, safe and educational sports environment, parents represent the 

dominant factor in initial involvement of children in tennis. 

Research results also indicate the importance of the sports environment in the development of 

tennis players. Growing up and training in smaller and medium-sized cities proved as more 

effective in the early stages of development, primarily due to the greater availability of coaches, 

individualized approaches and stronger social relationships. However, in achieving higher 

levels of sports success, participants highlighted the need of moving to larger sports centres 

during adolescence, where higher quality competitive and developmental conditions are 

available. The interview conducted by Delforge and Le Scanff (2006) with players who did not 

achieve their tennis ambitions showed that parents often did not know how to handle the 

transition of their children from a family environment into tennis academies. Although private 

tennis academies offer structured developmental programs, the experiences of participants 
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indicate dissatisfaction with such systems, while emphasizing local tennis clubs as key bearers 

of long-term sports development. 

The consensus statement on youth athlete development encourages children to participate in a 

variety of age-appropriate sports activities, whether structured or unstructured (Bergeron et al. 

2015). Furthermore, Jayanthi, Kliethermes and Côté (2020) state that biographical studies of 

elite level athletes indicate that their childhood sports experiences included specific sports 

trainings, games and participation in various sports. In this context, the diversity of childhood 

sports experiences proved to be an important prerequisite for long-term sports development. 

Participating in multiple sports is associated with better motor coordination, a reduced risk of 

injuries and the development of a broader range of psychosocial and cognitive skills, which are 

key for long-term success in sports. Therefore, a particularly important finding of this 

dissertation relates to the role of fun and intrinsic motivation in the development of a sports 

career. Fun showed to be a strong predictor of commitment to trainings and long-term 

participation in sports, with Grand Slam champions emphasizing enjoyment in the game as one 

of the essential factors in their own success. Such findings confirm that commitment to sports 

changes throughout an athlete's life cycle, however, that long-term motivation results from 

positive sports experiences, and not exclusively from external pressures or result expectations. 

Contrary to that, early specialization limits the development of abilities and is associated with 

an increased risk of injuries, psychological stress and early quitting from sports, which was also 

confirmed in the experiences of participants. Likewise, Jayanthi et al. (2011) claim that the 

American Academy of Pediatrics published a statement on the position regarding sports 

specialization, recommending that early intensive trainings in a single sport should be 

postponed until adolescence. In accordance with previous research and the findings of this 

dissertation, there is no evidence that specialization before adolescence is a necessary 

prerequisite for achieving an elite level in tennis. Research by Helsen et al. (2000) and 

Unierzyski (2003) suggests that the timing of specialization, tournament experience and player 

maturity level significantly affect results in younger age categories, however, have minimal 

impact on success in senior competitions. Brouwers, De Bosscher and Sotiriadou (2012) state 

that there is no clearly defined age at which a player should start competing in order to be 

successful at a professional level, and that it is difficult to identify an age at which performance 

could be used as a reliable indicator for talent selection for later success. Furthermore, 

MacCurdy (2006) argues that the age of 12 is too early for identifying talent in tennis, while 

Unierzyski (2003) claims that the reliability of tournament results as a predictor is greater at the 



 

96 
 

age of 14 than at the age of 12. The experiences of participants, particularly Grand Slam 

winners, show that early exposure to tennis, combined with a delayed specialization, can 

represent a successful and sustainable long-term path for athlete development. The mentioned 

combined approach allows athletes to gain the necessary training experience, while 

simultaneously participating in different sports that stimulate their physical, psychological and 

social development. Bridge and Toms (2013) also determined that athletes who participated in 

two to four sports between the ages of 11 and 15 are more likely to reach an elite level in sport 

compared to those who engaged in only one sport. Furthermore, a research by Li et al. (2020) 

demonstrates that late investment and specialization in tennis represent an alternative 

developmental path which can also lead to elite level sports success. 

The development of sports success in tennis is not a result of early specialization, but rather a 

long-term, strategically managed process which includes early engagement, a variety of sports 

experiences, a quality sports environment and continuous institutional support. Such an 

approach provides the basis for redefining developmental models in tennis and is of great 

significance for coaches, parents and national sports systems. 

The role of the family in the development of a tennis player's sports career represents one of the 

essential forms of social support that can significantly shape an athlete's sports path, success 

and long-term well-being. In accordance with the objective of this dissertation, the findings 

indicate the complexity of the relationship between parents and players, as well as the fact that 

parental support can act as a strong protective factor, however also as a source of pressure with 

potentially negative consequences for sports development and performance. 

The research results suggest that parental involvement in tennis ranges from extremely 

supportive to extremely controlling. The experiences of participants at different levels of 

success show that in the early stages of a career, parents most often ensure the initial 

involvement in sports, as well as financial and logistical support and emotional stability, 

whereas in later stages their roles differ depending on the level of success and the context of 

sports development. In a research by Yavuz et al. (2024), it is stated that most athletes started 

playing tennis with strong parental support, while expecting tennis to enable them gaining social 

recognition and educational opportunities. Furthermore, the autobiographical records of Grand 

Slam winners further illustrate the diversity of parenting styles and their long-term impact on 

sports careers. The experiences of Andre Agassi and Rafael Nadal indicate intense and 

authoritarian patterns of parental or family involvement, characterized by high expectations and 
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pressure, while the records of Pete Sampras and Jimmy Connors describe a more relaxed and 

supportive parental approach. Such examples emphasize that there is no single model of 

parental involvement that guarantees success, but that the way an athlete interprets and 

experiences parental support plays a crucial role in its effect. All interviewed Grand Slam 

winners described parental support as stable, non-intrusive and emotionally focused, 

particularly in the early stages of their careers. In a study by Haugen et al. (2024), a Grand Slam 

winner stated strong parental support as one of the key factors for success. The mentioned form 

of support enabled them to develop autonomy, intrinsic motivation and long-term commitment 

to sports, which proved to be key in achieving top level sports success. The father has been 

identified as the single most important person behind the success of a tennis player (Haugen et 

al. 2024). Furthermore, Haugen et al. claim that the father, as a former player with international 

experience, understood the demands of the sport, ways of managing emotions during the game 

and knew how to gather a team required for achieving top level results. Parental involvement 

does not have to be excessive or negative, on the contrary, parents can play a positive and 

supportive role, while contributing to the child's development into a successful professional 

tennis player (Lauer et al., 2010). On the other hand, participants at the third level of success 

reported on excessive parental involvement, particularly on behalf of the fathers, which was 

often manifested through control, high expectations and conflicts. Excessive involvement did 

not imply only pressure to win and move up the ladder, but also cases where parents did 

everything for their children, while not allowing them to learn to do things on their own and 

“fight their own battles” (Gould et al., 2016). Such patterns of parental behaviour were 

perceived as a source of strong psychological pressure, and often led to damaged family 

relationships, reduced motivation and a negative impact on sports performance. Players and 

coaches negatively assessed parents when they became excessively involved in competitive 

environments, which has also been previously identified as a source of stress in youth sports 

(Leff & Hoyle, 1995; Barber, Sukhi & White, 1999). The situation where fathers simultaneously 

took on the role of parents and coaches proved to be particularly problematic, making it even 

more difficult to distinguish between emotional support and demands related to achieving sports 

results. For example, assuming a supportive role is in keeping with the findings of Omli and 

Wiese-Bjornstal (2001), who showed that children in younger age groups prefer supportive 

parental behaviour, while they negatively perceive situations in which parents behave as 

demanding coaches. Therefore, Gould et al. (2016) emphasize the need for parents of athletes 

to better understand child development. Sports scientists recommend achieving an optimal level 

of parental involvement in order to limit the pressure experienced by children (Hellstedt, 1987). 
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Participants at the second level of success described parental support as extremely strong and 

comprehensive, however, at the same time they were at sensitive transitions in their careers, 

where they lacked professional guidance. Their experiences indicate the need for a gradual 

transfer of responsibility from the family to a wider professional team, especially in making 

key decisions in the career, such as choosing a coach or competitive strategy. A research 

conducted by Rosenfeld, Richman and Hardy (1989) showed that emotional support is 

primarily provided by parents and friends, while technical information is the responsibility of 

coaches and teammates. The support which required technical expertise thus most often came 

from persons with appropriate technical knowledge. 

The role of mothers and fathers in sports development significantly differed. Mothers most 

often provided emotional stability and support, whereas fathers more often had an 

organizational and leadership role, often including coaching responsibilities. In addition, 

mothers were responsible for laundry and cooking during the player's childhood and youth, 

ensuring a proper nutrient intake and good hygiene (Haugen et al., 2024). Although such 

involvement can have positive effects, the research results suggest that there is no universal 

justification for the assumption that the father should automatically assume the coaching role, 

given that individual relationships and emotional closeness play an essential role in sports 

development. According to the social capital theory, the relationship between parents and 

athletes can simultaneously provide support and resources to the family, however also create 

stress and strain, depending on the way support is provided. Although parents, especially 

fathers, often have significant sports experience and seek to provide the best possible conditions 

for the child's development, excessive control can damage the emotional balance and autonomy 

of young athletes in the long term. Strong family support represents a foundation in the 

developmental years of sports talents (Rees et al., 2016) and it is thus reasonable to assume that 

both parents had a positive effect on the performance of tennis players (Haugen et al., 2024). 

Family support represents one of the most important factors in the development of sports careers 

of tennis players, however, its effect depends on the way, intensity and context of involvement. 

The experiences of Grand Slam tournament winners indicate that a balanced and emotionally 

stable family support is a strong foundation for long-term sports success. The mentioned 

findings have great significance for parents, coaches and sports systems, particularly in the 

context of transitional phases in the career and sustainable development of elite level athletes. 
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In order to enable a deeper understanding of the complexity of sports career development and 

to further improve the process of shaping individual sports paths, two more topic units (support 

from school and friends and the influence of coaches), which were not covered by previous 

research, are covered in the continuation of the dissertation. These topics complement the 

existing theoretical and empirical framework, as well as provide a deeper insight into the 

complexity of the development of top-level athletes. In order to facilitate the tracking of 

citations, participants are marked according to their category of success. Grand Slam winners 

were designated as Level 1, participants ranked between position 150 and 300 were Level 2, 

while participants ranked between position 500 and 1500 were Level 3. The second number of 

each rating represents the order in which the participant was interviewed within their category. 

 

 

Combination of support from school and friends creates a well-rounded environment 

encouraging growth and success of tennis players 

 

The pursuit of achieving the highest possible level of success in tennis disrupted the balance 

between the importance of education and tennis. Participants at the third level of success were 

dedicated exclusively to tennis and believe that they did not pay enough attention to their 

education. They stated that they had fun and often missed out on school during that period. Here 

below are quotes from several participants: 

“I think I neglected school a little, actually now that I think about it, I neglected school 

a little too much.” L3/1  

“It was as if I didn’t even go to school, let’s be realistic!” L3/2  

“At a certain point, I had more than 200 excused absences in my class, I missed classes 

when I went to elementary school, oh my God!.” L3/3  

Many participants at the third level of success stated that they went to tennis trainings more 

frequently, while they would say there would be time for school later. Most of them went to 

some type of correspondence school. Although they did not attend classic type schools or 

missed many classes, several of them pointed out that they nonetheless liked going to school. 

“I liked going to school, I was good at my education, I had OK classes, as well as some 

that I didn’t like, but I generally liked going to school.” L3/1  
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“It was good for me, i.e., in the end it turned out that it was great.” L3/6  

It was interesting to notice how it was always the mothers who were paying more attention to 

education, whereas the fathers were more relaxed and directed more attention to tennis. 

Therefore, in the end, the participants themselves stated that at that point someone should have 

suggested paying some more attention to school or at least equally towards tennis and school. 

“I wish that at that point I had a firmer parental guidance. Maybe had someone 

pressured me when I stopped playing tennis, I might’ve continued with school.” L3/1   

All participants at the third level of success who regularly attended classes stated that they had 

support at their school and that their teachers were understanding towards them. They said they 

were not allowed the privilege to be examined when they wanted, however, in agreement with 

their teachers, upon returning from tennis tournaments, they would be examined on school 

lessons within the next few days. 

“When I came to high school, everything was regular for me, normal – training, high 

school, tournaments. The last two years they allowed me to be examined when I would 

arrange it with the teacher, because of my tennis. They were somewhat understanding 

that way, although that wasn’t much. It wasn’t some private school so that they would 

allow ‘special treatment’ for me. Generally, this was where they allowed me some 

additional ‘space’ in that way.” L3/4  

Support from friends in the athletic development of tennis players once again proved to be one 

of the main factors in the mentioned process. Participants at the third level of success shared 

different experiences on how their friends contributed to their sports maturation, thus here 

below are several quotes describing the mentioned support: 

“They were really supportive of me, they even drove me, motivated me, pushed me 

forward because they knew how many sacrifices I had to make, both during elementary 

school and my childhood. They could even be tough on me and say: C’mon, get away 

from us, you have your own path and go home, you have trainings, tomorrow is your 

tournament, etc.” L3/1  

“My friends from elementary school were a great support, just as if I had been there 

with them all the time. That really filled me with energy, because despite all my hard 

work, effort, much travelling, and all kinds of things, then when I got home, I felt 

‘recharged’ and that ‘energy refill’ is always needed for everyone.” L3/3  
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“About that, they were really great. As much as I was or wasn’t at home, we were a great 

team and I’ve kept in touch with them even until today.” L3/6   

“Oh well, they were my support always and forever, when I was home, we would hang 

out all the time, so there was never a time that I got back home, and they wouldn’t have 

time for me. They were really the best and they’re still up to this day my best friends.” 

L3/7  

Several participants at the third level of success stated that they spent most of their free time 

with friends who play another sport or friends from their neighbourhood streets. One of the 

participants at the third level of success pointed out that he only chose tournaments to go based 

on the best possible company so that he could feel as comfortable as possible. He also added 

that he liked many other things, such as for example: playing football, playing basketball, going 

to games with other fans, or some other activities. He felt that all the aforementioned was quite 

a distraction for him. Thus, below the mentioned participant at the third level of success 

described how it usually all comes down to friends at tennis as they share mutual interests 

(tennis).  

“Like it or not, you create a group of friends where you train, or when you go to the 

same tournaments because you’re all, kind of, on the same page. You have things to talk 

about, the same problems. Had I maybe gone another way, at that point, I’m not really 

sure, ha ha ha ha ha… You know, I would tear myself apart because they’ll invite you to 

a birthday party and then they all stay out until 3 in the morning, and the next day I 

have trainings, no, no, you just can’t. I had to decide. That was also another one of my 

decisions – to simply draw the line and say that this crowd was no longer a good fit for 

me.” L3/2 

Participants at the second level of success had similar support at school as did the participants 

at the third level of success. They spent their school days in a completely unusual way, i.e., 

quite differently than the other students. They stated they often missed classes and went to 

tennis tournaments and trainings, while the others only missed out on school when they were 

ill. 

“I was always coming and going, while the others thought that was, you know, weird.” 

L2/1  
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Although participants at the second level of success often missed school, they stated that the 

other students in their class liked them and helped them during exams. Here is a quote from one 

of the participants: 

“As for everything – we really all loved each other. Everyone in my class helped me out 

so many times by copying off them during exams! So, what was I to do, this one helps 

me copy at the bottom of the page, the other one at the top, and so they really supported 

me a lot.” L2/1   

There were conflicting statements regarding the support from teachers and professors. 

Participants at the second level of success said that they had support from their school 

considering the sport they were playing, however, there were still some who did not provide 

support and deliberately made their school days more difficult, thus the participants stated as 

follows: 

“I had problems, especially with one particular teacher, that man did not like me, he 

didn’t like me at all. He especially didn’t tolerate me going out, so he would be like how 

I could go out, when I haven’t studied.” L2/1  

“When I come back after two weeks and they make me take the test on the first day, and 

only me. They would say: You’re taking the test.” L2/4  

Several participants at the second level of success felt that it was important to go to school and 

that from the present perspective they would make a different decision, i.e., they would attend 

school regularly and go to college. 

“Now, when I look at it from this perspective, I think it could’ve all been managed and 

there was no need to put everything on the line, that I could’ve gone to high school and 

organize having enough time for practice and everything. I think that was yet another 

type of isolation and I feel that I missed out on a lot during my childhood in terms of my 

social time, hanging out with friends, school activities, etc.” L2/5   

One of the participants at the second level of success emphasized that, regardless of how much 

a child wants to play a sport, school should be a priority, and the schedule between going to 

school and trainings should be managed until the teenage period, and even during studying at a 

college. From his current perspective, he considers his parents made a hasty decision to transfer 

him at a very early stage to only taking exams, i.e., to correspondence school. 
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“Learning and taking exams at school was managed individually. I simply think that my 

parents were too young and that their decision was irrational.” L2/5   

Participants at the second level of success also described having support from friends during 

their sports development. This included friends from elementary school, high school, and 

tennis. Although they often travelled, played tournaments and started into professional tennis, 

they stated their friends were always supportive. They emphasized that the mentioned support 

from friends played a key role in their personal growth and character development. 

Grand Slam winners also experienced various situations regarding support at school during 

their tennis development. One Grand Slam winner thus described not wanting to go to school 

and even hating it. He said he had very little or no education at all, however he felt that he had 

been very lucky to be able to earn his living from tennis. In addition, he pointed out that in his 

time education for tennis players was very weak and that nothing was organized. He felt that 

the situation is currently much better organized and provided examples of tennis academies in 

Australia that must be connected with a good school so that tennis players can attend it in an 

organized way. 

“I mean, in my days it was a disaster, I think it was nothing short of a tragedy, things 

weren’t organized well at all. I think now there are some academies which also have 

schools. I think that’s very, very important because very few tennis players can make a 

living in tennis, very, very few of them. So, I feel it’s organized much better than it was 

in my time,“ L1/5  

Several Grand Slam winners stated they regularly attended elementary school, in the morning 

or in the afternoon, depending on their class schedule. In high school they already started with 

training both in the morning and in the afternoon, so they had to go to correspondence school 

or have private classes organized for them. 

“In high school I already started training both in the morning and the afternoon. By the 

time I would be finished with trainings at 5 p.m., then I would go straight from the tennis 

club to the house I mentioned and there we would have classes. The classes were held 

by private teachers from 6 until 9 p.m.” L1/1  

Further below one of the Grand Slam winners pointed out that he had excellent support at 

school, however, that his parents were very strict with regard to school. He stated his parents 

would always tell him: “You can never know how successful you’ll be in tennis, so school is 
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very important”. He felt that he had good grades at school as a result of his parents being so 

demanding. Here is his quote that emphasizes he is satisfied with his education: 

“But if I look back on this now, I had a different type of education. You know, there’s a 

difference between being capable of getting by on the street and possessing a high-level 

intellectual capacity, so to speak. Considering the way I lived my life, I was much better 

at getting by than I was intellectually smart or academically clever, academic 

intelligence. So, the way my life was going, I had, I was given amazing circumstances 

as a received the best possible education. You play tennis, travel to different countries, 

meet many diverse people at all levels, everyone, from presidents of a country to anyone 

else. That’s why I must say that I couldn’t have asked for nothing more than the type of 

education that I received, that I got.” L1/2   

All Grand Slam winners emphasized that their friends were incredibly important in their sports 

development. In addition, they also stated it was extremely difficult not having time to spend 

with their friends at all during the periods when they were at tennis camps. Furthermore, they 

said their friends created a positive environment in which they could achieve progress and that 

they thus contributed to their success. 

“Between 8 and 14, tennis was important to me, but the most important thing to me was 

having fun with many friends. I really enjoyed that. They were important to me, and I 

missed them when I was at tennis camps. Whenever I was at home during the weekends, 

I would spend all of my time with them. I am still often in contact with them.” L1/1  

 

 

Importance and influence of coaches on development and success of tennis players 

 

In tennis, the coach plays a significant role in the development and success of players. A good 

and experienced coach can make a considerable difference to a player’s success and assist in 

reaching the full potential. Participants at the third level of success, i.e., several of them, 

mentioned a lack in quality and insufficient education of coaches who trained them. They 

attributed the mentioned lack of quality and insufficient education of their coaches to the period 

they grew up in and believed that their development in this period limited them in achieving a 

greater level of success in tennis. 
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“I started into this professional world and my coach stayed with me, and in time I 

realized he had nothing more to give with regard to tennis. On the other hand, there was 

also this sense of fanatism about my coach, and I really felt he wanted to make sacrifices 

for me too. Nevertheless, later on, now that I look at it, he should’ve said to me when I 

was 14: We did a good job and now go on and find someone to upgrade all that.” L3/2  

“Not to belittle or insult anyone who ever worked with me, but those coaches weren’t 

professional tennis coaches. They were involved in tennis training, in addition to their 

jobs, since they were former players, so, of course, they knew tennis, played tennis, were 

experienced players, etc. They drilled us quite well and taught as much as they could, 

but giving quality insight in terms of technique or tactics, as well as physical 

conditioning, mental training, etc. there was less of all that as they weren’t professional 

coaches.” L3/3  

Among many of the participants at the third level of success, the period between the age of 14 

and 18 showed to be critical for them. Most often, that was when they changed coaches. As 

tennis players progress, they are faced with new challenges that require different strategies and 

approaches. Changing the coach can provide an opportunity to work with a great expert in a 

certain aspect of the game. However, despite the coach’s professional expertise, sometimes the 

personalities of the player and the coach might not match, or their communication can be 

ineffective. Here is a quote from one of the participants at the third level of success for who the 

change of coaches did not show to be such a good decision:  

“All in all, I was not comfortable with the way other coaches worked, I simply couldn’t 

find myself in it. And then simply a man can’t move on, it doesn’t work, because when 

you step on the court, it’s not just the forehand and the backhand, it’s a matter of self-

confidence. You either believe you can do it, or you don’t trust anything you’re doing, 

etc. If you don’t believe in what you’re doing, you’ll never beat a guy who’s, I won’t say 

twice, but much weaker than you. But if for example you do believe, then you have a 

shot at winning against someone who’s better than you, but if you don’t have faith, you 

can’t. That’s the part that makes the biggest difference, because everyone knows how to 

play a forehand and backhand shot.” L3/6  

Here below, another participant at the third level of success described how he had a quite steady 

beginning but then, after the age of 14, he started changing between many coaches. A lack of 

results was followed by changing the coach, thus from today’s perspective he believes that 
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coaches should not be replaced so often and that this was a mistake for him. This is a quote in 

which he explains how he felt after each coach change which took place every few months or 

years. 

“At the point when you change between many coaches, there comes a lot of problems, 

as each of them has his own philosophy. Each one of them has his own thing on what he 

thinks should be done and how, and then confusion happens in your head. When I am at 

home alone, I start analysing everything that different coaches said to me and then the 

real mess takes place: How and what am I supposed to do now, I shouldn’t play like that 

one told me, or should I do as the other one said?” I think that’s already kind of a 

problem.” L3/7  

One of the fundamental problems among participants at the second level of success was finding 

a coach with experience as a professional player. The participants believe that coaches, without 

such type of personal experience, had difficulties with providing relevant insight and effective 

guidelines. Many of the participants at the second level of success did not have a developmental 

plan on how they should progress as young tennis players, i.e., they were not provided with 

such a plan by their coaches. Furthermore, they also added that working with them should have 

been more targeted and expert, and that there was a lack of tennis knowledge. Here are the 

quotes of the participants as follows: 

“It was really hard. The problem with the coaches here was, all the coaches that I had, 

none of them were professional tennis players, meaning that they had no type of 

experience in how and what makes up the life of a professional tennis player.” L2/3  

“I think that many coaches in the earlier phase of my generation actually learned from 

us. I think I didn’t acquire certain technical elements as I should’ve, because later on I 

was limited and forced to correct them at an older age, which left its mark on me.” L2/5  

“However, I came to him as a tactically and technically untrained player. I didn’t have 

the proper work from the beginning when I was little. My former coaches (local trainers) 

gave it their best and they were good coaches, but considering my present knowledge 

and how I see things, there was a lot of faulty work.” L2/6 

“Let’s say that I had in my hometown someone who had the right knowledge, a coach 

who I would’ve started working with at the age of 10, instead of at 14, I’m sure things 

would be much better, because I would’ve learned much more during that period, and I 
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wouldn’t have ended up so distorted and so on. I might have developed in that upper 

part which I hadn’t worked on at all until I was 14.” L2/9 

Another participant at the second level of success also believed that changes of coaches are 

inevitable and claimed that the mentioned coach changes resulted in improvement in his case. 

He stated that during the training process he then felt he was receiving more quality input and 

that he was making progress. In addition to all of the aforementioned, poor results also resulted 

in changing the coach. 

“When it became clear I was going to compete at the international level, then during 

that period we searched for coaches with somewhat more experience, who could offer 

some kind of guaranty of faster progress, and there was a tendency for me to train with 

coaches who previously travelled and trained some players who made it to the 

international level, so that had an effect on it.” L2/5 

Data analysis revealed that participants at the second level of success did not often change 

coaches. Maintaining a relationship with one coach benefited the players in terms of training 

continuity, personalized leadership and emotional support required for achieving one’s fullest 

potential on the court. However, it was also showed that making certain decisions presented 

key moments for long-term success, particularly when it came to hiring a good tennis coach. 

Making decisions requires analysing various factors, such as personal goals, budget, available 

resources and expertise needed to achieve the desired results. 

“Me, if I could go back in time, had I known this was coming, it doesn’t matter, if I had 

100 million or not, I probably should’ve invested a little more in my tennis. I should’ve 

had a better team, I should’ve trusted my team more, and I should’ve chosen smarter 

people for my team.” L2/7  

Grand Slam winners assigned a significant part of their success to quality coaches who 

improved their performance and guided them during the early stages of their careers. The role 

of the coach also reached far beyond the tennis court lines, as they shaped their lives and careers. 

The impact of a good coach cannot be ignored since his contribution to a player’s development 

set the foundations for future remarkable achievements of Grand Slam winners. Here below are 

some of the quotes of Grand Slam winners as follows: 



 

108 
 

“And, of course, there are many things to consider. You must have good coaches and the 

entire structure surrounding you must be firm. In the end – I had good coaches, and 

good people around me.” L1/1   

“He was the best coach I could ever have, in terms of mentality on the court, but also 

outside the court. I believe I had the best coach when it comes to tennis and the way he 

helped me on the court and outside of it to become a better person.” L1/3 

“I mean, for me my coach was really a top-notch guy in terms of tennis knowledge. And 

in terms of his experience, knowledge, psychology, work methods, mindset, strategies, I 

really speeded up in many things. The knowledge and experience I got was in a way that 

I achieved it all five times faster than I would’ve done with some coach who didn’t have 

as much experience or if I had gone alone. So, in three months I gained so much 

knowledge like I would’ve got with others in five years. So, in that sense, in those 

formative years, this really shaped me.” L1/7  

“You know, I was quite lucky, I had an amazing coach at the right time. We accidentally 

moved to a place where the best coach also lived and – bam, I was a very successful 

athlete.” L1/10 

Several Grand Slam winners occasionally searched for new perspectives or training styles, 

while most Grand Slam tournament winners recognized the value of stability and continuity in 

their relationships with their coaches. A unique set of tennis demands, the need for consistency 

and closeness, trust, as well as long-term planning and goal setting, contributed to achieving 

the greatest possible results, i.e., winning the biggest tournaments. 

“Since I was 16 or 17 until the end of my career, he was my only coach.” L1/3 

 “I had the same coach almost the entire time. Also, there weren’t many changes there. 

So, me and my coach had a unique vision the whole time. You know, regardless if it’s 

right or wrong, when I look back, there are some things I would definitely change about 

my game in terms of technique. But we always kept to the same plan and worked on 

certain things in order to improve them.” L1/5 

Changing the coach can be a significant decision for tennis players who want to improve their 

game on different surfaces. A new coach can present fresh ideas, strategies and game plans 

which are in line with the challenges of playing on different surfaces. In addition, this can assist 

in the development of mental resilience in combination with technical adjustments which can 
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be of great use to players aiming at improving their game on different surfaces. Changing the 

coach for one Grand Slam winner showed to be a good decision, so here below follows his 

quote: 

“I needed to change my coach, we were in conflict regarding several things, we 

discussed my game style, I played using a lot of top-spin and I only served kick serves, 

and I wanted to improve my game on hard surfaces. He didn’t really agree with that, so 

I decided to make a change. I went through with this one change because I wanted to 

play more aggressively, and to up my game on hard surfaces. I stayed with this other 

coach for six years. He understood what I wanted, and we started playing more 

tournaments on hard surfaces, and it went really well. I improved my game, my serve, 

and I played a little differently.” L1/1 

Winning a Grand Slam tournament is a splendid achievement, however, maintaining such 

success requires continued hard work. Nevertheless, sometimes the euphoria of a win can be 

followed by a plunge in results, leaving tennis players and their teams perplexed and searching 

for answers. In such situations, reflecting on factors which contributed to the initial success and 

identifying the areas that demand improvements are key steps. The most relevant details were 

pointed out by a Grand Slam winner who found himself in such a situation. 

“And now what, how to move forward again and how to achieve as much as possible, 

another step forward, while at this sort of personal peak? And then also, just like, I took 

some time for myself, to think about how, and what are, let’s say, the major factors for 

success. And then: Can I be better at training preparations, can I do better in terms of 

rest, can I improve with my nutrition, technique, tactics, training focus, intensity, 

motivation and so on some seven, eight, nine entires, let’s say… And now, looking at all 

that, it’s all very simple. Can I maybe be more focused during trainings by only one 

percent? That’s maybe one stroke. Let’s try that! C’mon, I’ll try! Let’s try if I can set 

myself to sleep nine hours and wake up at a similar time each day. Let’s try it! Let’s try 

analysing a little the technical part of my game and see if I can improve by one percent 

there! And so, this entire process, when you put it all together, then it’s not one percent 

anymore, it’s eight, nine or ten percent at that level. And then, of course, you need to 

have an entire team and concrete analysis, but also great discipline, to make it all 

happen.” L1/7 
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Social capital is a social environment factor which provides access to possibilities and resources 

that can assist tennis players in reaching their full potential. An athlete’s environment in which 

he operates is often complex and consists, among other things, of coaches, parents, teachers, 

school, clubs and friends (Gerdin et al., 2020). As a result of the aforementioned, all three 

success levels of participants created a situation in which the participants, driven by a desire for 

success, unintentionally neglected the importance of education. In the attempt to achieve 

balance between tennis trainings/competitions and education, most participants attended 

correspondence schools. The combination of intensive tennis trainings/competitions and 

education undoubtedly presented an enormous challenge for all participants. Results show that, 

although they did not adhere to a traditional school structure, the participants expressed their 

gratitude to schools for their period of education. However, in a research conducted by Gjaka 

et al. (2021), the parents pointed out the need for information on procedures, services and 

options provided by athlete-friendly high schools and universities, as this would be important 

in the process of guiding and making educational decisions about the future possibilities of 

athletes. Generally, the transition from high school into higher education, i.e., studying, could 

parallel the transition from junior to senior sports, while both of the mentioned transitions 

present various challenges due to increased demands (Gjaka et al., 2021). 

While family, school and coaches unambiguously play a significant role in the support for tennis 

players, the influence of friends should not be underestimated. On the path towards success as 

a tennis player, all participants at all three levels of success highlighted the importance of 

support from their friends. Likewise, the mentioned results demonstrated that friendships 

created within the tennis community often lead players towards friendly competitions/trainings, 

which significantly contributed to player development. Such friendships are perceived as 

positive as they encourage and assist tennis players increase their game level and achieve 

greater success. As an athlete progresses in sports, friends outside of the sport are considered to 

be an important source of support, considering the fact that they tend to meet motivational and 

emotional needs of athletes (Côté et al., 2007; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008 a,b; Barreiros et al., 

2013; Bruner et al., 2013). Coutinho et al. (2021) implemented a study among male volleyball 

players and their results showed that top-level players emphasized the importance of friends 

outside of the sport because they understood their demanding sports life and plans. In keeping 

with the results of previous research, (Côté et al., 2007; Keegan et al., 2010; Barreiros et al., 

2013; Bruner et al., 2013; Coutinho et al., 2021), these results also highlight the important role 

of friends (both inside and outside of the sport) during the development of athletes. Therefore, 



 

111 
 

the findings suggest that friends can contribute to having higher levels of commitment to sports 

as they can be the source of pleasure, encouragement and support (Patrick et al., 1999; Gould 

et al., 2002). 

Several studies on developmental environments of athletes additionally highlight the role of 

coaches as they, together with schools, parents, other sports trainers and mentors, create the 

support structure which presents a key importance for the development of athletes (Gerdin et 

al., 2020). In a research by Coutinho et al. (2021), which was implemented among male 

volleyball players, the coach’s recognition of a player’s value also created a positive effect that 

was noticed by all the players. In order to achieve success and develop to their fullest potential, 

participants at all levels of success demand leadership and support from experienced coaches. 

At the beginning of playing tennis (tennis play programs, tennis schools, etc.), most players can 

be trained by “local” coaches who can offer them a lot of time and encouragement (Brown, 

2001). However, Brown (2001) further on points out that, after a certain amount of time, it 

might be necessary to replace the coach with one who can help the players to perfect and 

improve their technique and skills. Finding a coach with professional playing experience is 

often considered as key for achieving success, which the results also suggest. Namely, the 

obtained results showed that participants at the third level of success did not have coaches with 

the sufficient level of quality required to meet their desires and development potential. Brown 

(2001) emphasizes that the development of top-level players requires different types of coaches 

during various periods of player development and their careers, while a research by Oršolić et 

al. (2021) states that coaches need to pay particular attention to the period of a player’s career 

when the transition from junior to senior tennis takes place. Participants at the third level of 

success had a quiet start, and with a relatively stable training team setup. During their early 

years they trained with coaches who provided them with solid basic skills and knowledge. 

However, the results show that they started striving for greater development and progress, and 

that the mentioned appetite for success encouraged them to start on a path of constant changes 

of coaches. 

Other researchers emphasize the importance of coach expertise and dedication, as well as of 

personal interest in continued professional development (Cassidy et al., 2006; Culver and 

Trudel, 2008). Participants at the second level of success particularly pointed out the problem 

of finding a quality-level coach with professional playing experience. Finding individuals who 

possess both the required playing experience and coaching skills presented a big challenge for 

them. Gilbert and Trudel (2004), as well as Denison et al. (2013), consider that it is important 
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for coaches to possess a positive attitude towards life-long learning in a sport that is constantly 

evolving, and to always pursue a reflexive approach with regard to their own work. The results 

suggest that the ever-evolving nature of the competition required the ability to adapt, while 

sometimes a new perspective was needed in order to reignite the desire for success. Thus, 

several participants at the second level of success characterized changing coaches as an 

inevitable process in their continued growth and achievement of greater success. 

The role of quality coaches on their path to reaching the pinnacle of tennis success was also 

recognized by Grand Slam winners. In addition, the results point to the fact that building a 

relationship of trust and understanding was one of the fundamental elements of a successful 

relationship between Grand Slam winners and coaches. In most cases, the interest of the coach 

was pointed towards improving performance, competitive results and winning titles (Lindgren 

and Barker-Ruchti, 2017). With regard to the dilemma between the demands that coaches face 

and the potential negative consequences they can cause, various researchers suggest that the 

training process should be focused not only on learning skills and physical elements for 

performance improvements, but also on a wider care for the athletes (Cushion and Jones, 2006; 

Hardman, 2010). In accordance with the aforementioned, the results confirm that Grand Slam 

winners did not only work on perfecting their skills and physical strength, but that they also had 

strong mental and emotional support from their coaches. It was highlighted that quality coaches 

recognized the psychological challenges players were facing, as well as provided them with the 

required support in order to help them in overcoming such obstacles. 

The development of top-level athletes is a result of the connection between different 

components of social capital - family, school, friends and coaches. Proper coordination and 

quality support from all operators is essential for harmonizing educational and sports 

requirements, encouraging intrinsic motivation and enabling long-term sports success. 
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5. GENERAL CONCLUSION 

 

By presenting the three studies, the doctoral dissertation offers a valuable insight into the 

complexity of personal experience as a key factor in the sports success of tennis players. On 

the terminological, however also on the content level, this implies focusing on how 

individuals perceive and interpret certain life situations or challenges. Such an approach can 

challenge and improve determined scientific understandings of the essential factors which 

contribute to success in tennis, while emphasizing the importance of personalized 

experiences and the unique ways in which they affect tennis players’ performance. 

All research questions were answered, data analysis was carried out and all objectives of 

this dissertation were achieved. Study 1 investigated how various negative life events/ 

circumstances affect tennis players' careers and how they cope with challenges. It was 

shown that the participants at the third level of success had a calm and balanced start in their 

careers until the transition to senior competition, at which point injuries became one of the 

greatest challenges. Participants at the second level of success, especially the extremely 

talented ones, were more often exposed to injuries associated with overtraining. Despite 

frequent injuries, Grand Slam winners continued to perform after recovery, and sometimes 

even in conditions of pain or functional limitations, showing a high level of resilience and 

determination. Participants at the second and third levels of success faced logistical 

problems, while the financial difficulties among Grand Slam winners acted as additional 

incentive for achieving top-level results. Talent identification and systematic support of 

national tennis federations proved to be crucial in providing support to gifted players. In 

conclusion, the success of tennis players at different levels depended on their ability to 

overcome negative life events/circumstances, including injuries, financial challenges and 

failure to be selected for the national team, whereas the differences between levels of success 

reflected in the way of dealing with such challenges. Study 2 researched how different 

developmental pathways in the early stages of the career shapes the success of tennis 

players. Tennis players at different levels of success started playing tennis at different ages 

and with different training intensity, which had a significant impact on their later success. 

Participants at the second and third levels of success started playing tennis at the age of six 

or seven, specialized too early and often participated in competitions, while considering that 

going to world-famous tennis academies was a bad decision. In contrast, Grand Slam 

winners started playing tennis at the age of four or five, but with a small number of trainings 
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per week and in combination with other sports. They specialized later and attributed the key 

to their success to training with elite level players and strong peer support. In conclusion, 

early exposure to the sport is important for the development of love for the game and positive 

feelings towards playing tennis, whereas specialization is recommended in late adolescence 

in order to reduce the risks of sports injuries, psychological stress and quitting from the 

sport. Diversity in trainings and participation in several sports contributes to the 

development of a wider range of skills, which in the long term increases the possibility of 

achieving top-level success in tennis. Study 3 examined how social capital, particularly in 

relation to their families, affects the long-term development and achievements of tennis 

players at different levels of success. Participants at the third level of success had an actively 

involved family that provided emotional, financial and logistical support, even though 

financial challenges affected their careers. The greatest influence on sports development 

was made by fathers, with whom conflicts most often occurred. Participants at the second 

level of success also had parental support, particularly in financial and emotional terms, 

however, they emphasized the need for additional professional support, for example when 

choosing a coach. Grand Slam winners received family support from the earliest days, which 

contributed to a positive environment and was an important prerequisite for their success. 

In conclusion, social capital, especially in relation to their family, plays a key role in the 

long-term sports development of tennis players, however, it is not the only condition for 

success. The phenomenon of excessive parenting is present at all levels of athlete 

development, while less intense, but a balanced parental support has more beneficial results 

for long-term sports development. 

This doctoral dissertation provides insight into the factors that affect the development of 

young tennis players. Likewise, it highlights the impact of negative life events/ 

circumstances on their careers and suggests players to accept and adapt to such challenges, 

as that can improve their performance. In addition, the results on the onset of sport 

specialization help determine the risks of early specialization and the benefits of later 

specialization. The mentioned knowledge can assist in creating custom strategies and 

interventions within tennis clubs in order to optimize the development of young tennis 

players. Furthermore, by investigating the relationship between social capital and progress 

in tennis, the dissertation emphasizes the role of social ties and support networks in the 

development path of tennis players. Ultimately, the goal is to create a stimulating 

environment for coaches and professionals who work with young tennis players, enabling 
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them to effectively deal with negative life events/circumstances that may arise in the sports 

and private life of tennis players. Such an approach aims at minimizing the impact of the 

mentioned challenges, facilitate the process of sport specialization and provide targeted and 

suitable support to all individuals involved in tennis player development. By doing so, it can 

be ensured that young tennis players receive in-depth guidelines, encouraging their sports 

and personal development. 

 

 

Research strengths and limitations 

 

This doctoral dissertation has certain advantages. One of the key strengths of this dissertation 

is that a significant part of the sample consists of Grand Slam winners, which is very unusual 

in qualitative and sports scientific research. The participation of such elite level athletes brought 

considerable depth, authenticity and credibility to the findings, as their experiences offer a rare 

and valuable perspective on the factors contributing to long-term success in tennis. By including 

participants who have achieved the greatest level of success, the dissertation provides a unique 

opportunity for understanding the intricate dynamics of sports development at the elite level. 

In addition, this dissertation represents an exceptional effort in comprehending the perspectives 

of male tennis players on negative life events/circumstances, the beginning of specialization 

and the role of social capital in shaping their sports careers. The mentioned factors are essential, 

however often overlooked aspects of athlete development. By addressing such topics, the 

dissertation fills a gap in the existing literature and offers a more comprehensive view of the 

complex path to elite level performance. 

Furthermore, the involvement of tennis players at different levels of success allowed for a 

deeper understanding of personal experiences within the sport. Such an approach highlighted 

the complexity of individual development paths and revealed inconsistencies in perceptions 

between players at different levels of success. Such diversity in perspectives allowed for a more 

comprehensive exploration of factors influencing success, as well as highlighted the variability 

of careers. 

Overall, the qualitative methodological approach in this dissertation not only expanded the 

scope of understanding within sports science, but also contributed new ideas in athlete 

development. 
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However, there are several limitations that should be taken into account when interpreting the 

data obtained in this doctoral dissertation. Although the mentioned sample allows for in-depth 

analysis in the context of a particular sport, it does not offer a comprehensive understanding of 

broader factors that affect athletic success in different sports. The decision to focus exclusively 

on tennis players is a significant drawback. Consequently, the conclusions of the dissertation 

are less generalizable to athletes outside the tennis world. 

The current sample may not be representative of a broader population of tennis players, 

especially when variables such as level of experience, geographic location or gender are 

considered. A larger sample would very likely further confirm and determine the obtained 

knowledge, but surely also broaden the perspective of an even better and more comprehensive 

understanding of the obtained research results. 

 

 

Future research guidelines 

 

Upon reviewing the literature, a very small number of qualitative research can be noticed on 

personal events and experiences of athletes/tennis players at different levels of sports 

performance, as well as studies on negative life events/circumstances, sports specialization and 

the influence of social capital in tennis. The mentioned research approach can stimulate 

interdisciplinary collaboration and induce the integration of qualitative and quantitative 

approaches in order to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the experiences of tennis 

players. Likewise, future research should be focused on researching personal situations and 

experiences among female tennis players. In addition to negative life events/circumstances, 

such as injuries, lack of financial resources and failure to be selected for the national team, 

future research should investigate what other negative life events/circumstances tennis players 

encountered during their careers. Future studies should focus on researching athletes in different 

sports and how sports specialization affected their sports success. Furthermore, such an 

approach of mutual connection with other sports can be important for an overall understanding 

of sports development of young tennis players. However, more research is also needed to 

explore the mutual correlation. Future research can assist in view of the best pathways for player 

development, customizing training strategies and providing support systems that tennis players 

and athletes face in other sports. 
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