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Summary 

 

This study explores professional Nordic tennis coaches’ perceptions of the motivational 

climate they create to identify potential commonalities in their perceptions and differences in 

the perceived motivational climate. Hopefully, the results may inform coaches, players, sport 

directors, national federations, parents, and sport psychology consultants on how to build a 

sound motivational climate in professional tennis. Based on this intent, we answer the 

following research question: “How do professional Nordic tennis coaches on the ATP and 

WTA tours perceive the motivational climate created by themselves?” We explored eight elite 

tennis coaches’ perceptions through semi-structured interviews. Due to the COVID-19 

pandemic, seven out of eight interviews were conducted through Zoom meetings, and one 

was safely conducted face-to-face. We analyzed the data using a six-stage thematic analysis 

recommended by Braun and Clarke. Our findings show that the coach-created motivational 

climate in professional tennis was perceived by the coaches to be highly ego-involving; 

however, to handle this correctly, you should try to be mastery-involving as a coach and also 

as a player. According to the coaches interviewed, it is crucial to be your own coach as a 

player and to take massive ownership, focusing on personal development and executing 

maximum effort consistently. The results will eventually come, being the only thing that 

counts in professional tennis.  
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1. Introduction 

Harwood (2016) describes the link between achievement goal theory and tennis as a result-

oriented sport that externally rewards performance outcomes instead of personal 

development. It lacks individualized feedback, and the challenge is for players to find other 

sources of information to build and keep their perceptions of competence, in opposition to 

only dependence on normative opponent comparisons. Motivational climate literature in the 

sport domain has mainly focused on team sports (Harwood et., 2015). This is basically due to 

original scales being developed from team sport settings together with items relevant to 

sampled athletes being in a team situation, and the motivational climate in a competition 

context for a tennis player, swimmer, or a track and field athlete is principally understudied 

(Harwood et al., 2019). Thus, investigations of the climate in these sports often occur before 

or after the competition, as the coach normally sits on the stands. The perceived motivational 

climate is based on environmental cues in practices, competitions, and at home (Duda, 2001). 

According to Harwood and Biddle (2002), tennis is not only highly ego-involving—in that it 

evaluates success based on performance outcomes, such as a win or a loss—but is also highly 

non-mastery-involving, as it supplies objective individual performance feedback to the player. 

Regarding match outcomes, tennis lacks specific information about how the player performed 

relative to themselves. This opposes other individual sports, such as in track and field or 

swimming, where you get clear information about your own personal performance despite the 

position you finish in the race. Tennis with its ego-involving nature has a knock-on effect for 

coaches, parents, and peers, who tend to judge a player’s performance on result-oriented 
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outcomes, neglecting the performance itself. In tennis, the motivational climate is described 

as the training and competition goals that the players perceive are structured by coaches, 

parents, and peers.  

Regarding internal and external motivational factors in tennis, Kincses et al. (2021) 

found that considering the heavy training loads and efforts put in during a 10–15 year period, 

the prize money that can be won in professional tennis seems to pay off, and female tennis 

players from post-socialist countries can also set up their lives after tennis with their 

professional activities. Tennis, compared with other sports, is a game of the mind, as it is both 

complicated and uncertain. A tennis player needs to overcome various potential internal and 

external distractions to achieve optimal performance. During a tennis match, a “black out” 

may occur and this would make the player commit errors that would never happen if the 

“black out” never occurred (Esposito et al., 2020). Tennis is a mental game, and a tennis 

match requires players to make around 800 decisions (Crespo et al., 2006), and to achieve 

this, the players must be motivated to play and also perform their best. Several factors may 

affect a player’s mental performance, such as bad calls, behavior from the crowd, and bad 

weather. Throughout a match, players need to stay positive, stay in the “here and now,” learn 

from their mistakes, maintain their self-confidence, and visualize their success (Crespo et al., 

2006). Gallwey (2015) discussed the mental game of tennis and common complaints players 

have: playing better during practice than in an actual match; knowing exactly what is wrong 

but could not break the habit in a stroke; trying to do a stroke correctly, but it ends in failure; 

letting one of the focus points dominate their concentration, making them miss all other vital 
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focus points; getting closer to match point and letting the nerves get to them; and being your 

own worst enemy, which usually results in beating yourself.  

The theoretical standpoint for this study is from an achievement goal theory 

perspective, emphasizing the coach-created motivational climate in tennis. This follows the 

mental game of tennis, as previous findings on the motivational climate describe the tennis 

environment as being very mentally challenging (Harwood, 2016; Crespo et al., 2006). 

Hence, this study explores professional Nordic tennis coaches’ perceptions of the 

motivational climate, which they create. We chose a qualitative research method with a semi-

structured interview guide to listen to and explore the coaches’ perceptions. This method 

allows the coaches to tell their stories, and the interviewer can get insight into their 

experiences on the chosen theme.  

2. Theoretical Background  

2.1 Achievement Goal Theory 
 

In 1977, John Nicholls presented some of his new ideas for future research, as we today 

would know these concepts as basics to achievement goal theory: mastery (or task) and ego 

involvement. His ideas of equality of motivation through mastery involvement became a 

publication in the American Psychologist (Nicholls, 1979). To understand motivation, we 

need to understand the psychological constructs that energize, direct, and regulate 

achievement behavior (Roberts et al., 2007). Achievement goal theory is a social-cognitive 

theory that considers the individual as an intentional, rational, goal-directed organism, and 
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that achievement goals control achievement beliefs and guide, following decision-making and 

behavior in achievement contexts. Arguably, to understand individuals’ motivation, the 

function and meaning of the achievement behavior to a person must be considered, and the 

goal of action must be understood. People give meaning to their achievement behavior by the 

goals they take on, and the goals reflect the purposes of achievement striving. Once the 

achievement goal is adopted, it determines the integrated pattern of beliefs that vitalize 

approach and avoid strategies, the varied engagement levels, and the differing responses to 

achievement outcomes (Roberts, 2012). Goals are fundamentally what give an activity 

meaning or purpose (Kaplan & Maehr, 2007; Maehr & Nicholls, 1980). Alternatively, 

achievement goal theory identifies the goals (purposes or reasons) that govern achievement-

related behaviors. Therefore, by recognizing the importance of the meaning of behavior, it 

becomes clear that there may be several goals of action and not one (Maehr & Braskamp, 

1986). Consequently, an individual’s investment in personal assets, such as effort, talent, and 

time in an activity, depends on their achievement goal (Roberts, 2012). Thus, the overall goal 

of action in achievement goal theory becomes the conceptual energizing force that must be 

desired to develop and demonstrate competence and to avoid demonstrating incompetence in 

an achievement context (Nicholls, 1984). The demonstration or development of competence 

is the electrifying construct of the motivational processes of achievement goal theory, yet 

competence has multifaceted meaning. One of Nicholl’s (1984) conceptual contributions was 

the claim that multiple conceptions of ability exist and that achievement goals and behavior 

may differ depending on the conception of ability detained by the person. Nicholls also 

argued that at least two conceptions of ability differ in achievement contexts, specifically an 
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undifferentiated concept of ability, in which ability efforts are not distinguished by a person, 

either because they cannot differentiate, like with young children, or because the person 

chooses not to differentiate, and a differentiated concept of ability where ability and effort are 

differentiated (Nicholls, 1984, 1989). Under these different conceptions of ability, related 

consequences emerge for the experience of interest or enjoyment in a task performance.  

Concurrently, severe accomplishment may be insufficient for establishing high 

capacity because accomplishing a difficult task does not mean acquisition of high capacity. If 

others find the task easier than we do, our great effort to complete the task would indicate low 

ability for us instead. When we seek to establish high capacity, we must calculate whether our 

severe accomplishment will be adequate to the purpose. This means that our strivings will 

tend to be experienced as the means and not as the end itself. However, if our goal is defined 

regarding a less differentiated conception of ability to learn, accomplish, or to understand 

something new that we did not know for sure we could do, then the goal is to be competent, 

which means that by doing exactly these things—understanding, accomplishing, or learning—

we achieve a sense of competence. Hence, the activity will be experienced more as end itself 

and will be more intrinsically satisfying (Nicholls, 1989). Nicholls (1989) labeled the state 

where the less differentiated conception describes the goal as mastery-involvement, and the 

other state where the differentiated conception describes it as ego involvement. Ego-

involvement implies the desire to enhance the self by establishing one’s superiority compared 

to others. This is the case even when you might not compete with any others or not even 

imagining any others. One of the primary differences between being mastery-involved and 
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ego-involved as an athlete is the way they define and assess competence and success. 

Mastery-involved athletes tend to construe competence based on self-referenced criteria and 

are fundamentally concerned with mastery of the task, with that being, said mastery-involved 

athletes are likelier to develop perceived competence more than ego-involved athletes over 

time (Elliot & Dweck, 1988). In contrast, ego-involved athletes feel competent when they 

compare themselves favorably with others accordingly and are less likely to maintain high 

perceived relative ability or competence, mainly those who are already questioning their 

ability (Dweck, 1986).  

Regarding self-evaluation, when you ask someone about how they perceive it to have 

started with a new sport, they could answer that they find it pleasant, as they just mastered 

some new skills; however, if you would have asked them how good they are at this new sport, 

they would not have answered it in the same way (Nicholls, 1989). The information that 

someone is pleased that they have learned something tells us little or nothing about how able 

they are (Jagacinski & Nicholls, 1984). When we explicitly evaluate our own or another’s 

ability, we must depend on the most differentiated conception, and that ability is capacity. 

This means that we must ensure that we are evaluating ability and not effort or task difficulty 

or ease. A typical situation that raises concerns about the acceptability of our ability is a test. 

The more one single person values the skill being tested, the more these concerns about 

competence will probably be (Nicholls, 1989).  

It is assumed that people are predisposed to act in an ego-or mastery-involved manner, 

and these predispositions are labeled achievement goal orientations. Personal differences in 
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the disposition to be either mastery-involved or ego-involved may be due to socialization via 

mastery-or ego-involving contexts, either at home or in significant achievement environments 

such as classrooms or physical activities (Nicholls, 1989; Roberts et al., 1997). Goal 

orientations should not be viewed as “traits” or based on needs. They are instead cognitive 

schemas that are dynamic and subject to change, as information regarding the person’s 

performance on the task is processed; however, orientations also have some stability over 

time (Duda & Whitehead, 1998; Roberts et al., 1998).  

Nicholls (1989) argued that to rate personal achievement goals, people should be 

asked regarding the criteria that make them feel successful in a given situation rather than 

note their own definition of competence. Regarding goal orientations, the most important 

attribute is that they are orthogonal, meaning that both mastery and ego goal orientations are 

independent, and that an individual can be high or low in either or both orientations 

simultaneously. Elite athletes are likely to be high in both mastery and ego orientations, or 

high ego and low or moderate mastery (Pensgaard & Roberts, 2000). Athletes mostly at risk 

are those that are high ego and low mastery. These individuals are likeliest to manifest 

maladaptive motivation, drop out of participation, and might even be the ones likeliest to burn 

out when they believe they cannot demonstrate competence (Lemyre et al., 2007). 

Additionally, the low ego and low mastery athletes are the least motivated, and they might not 

even commit to achievement tasks (Roberts, 2012).  
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Motivational Climate 

One of the most powerful aspects of achievement goal theory is that it incorporates the 

individual difference variables of mastery and ego orientations, but it also includes the 

situational determinants of mastery and ego involvement, and the situation plays a crucial role 

in the motivation process (Ames 1992a; Nicholls 1984, 1989). Achievement goal theory 

(Ames, 1992a; Dweck, 1999; Nicholls, 1989) aims to understand the function and the 

meaning of goal-directed actions, which are based on how participants define ability and how 

they judge whether they have demonstrated competence. Considering that there are various 

variables are incorporated into achievement goal theory, the motivational climate, which is 

created within adult-controlled achievement settings, has gotten particularly attention. 

Achievement goal theory focuses on environmental factors that foster mastery or ego 

involvement. This has influenced how relevant adults structure the situation and define 

success. In a mastery climate, teachers, coaches, and parents define success based on self-

improvement, task mastery, giving maximum effort, and dedication. In a mastery climate, 

students and athletes tend to adopt adaptive achievement strategies, such as selecting 

challenging tasks, giving maximum effort, persisting when setbacks occur, and taking pride in 

personal improvement. In both sport and academic settings, several positive outcomes have 

been linked to a mastery-involving motivational climate, including a stronger mastery 

orientation for the participants, greater enjoyment and satisfaction, stronger intrinsic and self-

determination motivation, group cohesion, and lower levels of performance anxiety. In an 

ego-involving climate (or performance climate), it promotes social comparison as a basis for 
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successful judgments and also tends to foster an ego-achievement orientation. When coaches 

create an ego climate, they tend to give differential attention and positive reinforcement to the 

athletes who are most competent and focusing on winning. Rivalry among teammates in the 

group might occur when the coach openly compares them to one another. Poor performance 

or mistakes are often punished with criticism, teaching athletes that mistakes need to be 

avoided, which builds a fear of failure. Another unfortunate outcome associated with an ego 

climate is winning at all costs, even if rule-breaking is required (Ames, 1992a, 1992b).  

Research regarding interventions within AGT has mainly focused on manipulating the 

motivational climate through Ames’ (1992b) application of Epstein’s (1989) TARGET (i.e., 

task, authority, recognition, evaluation, and time) teaching principles in an educational 

setting. Employing each TARGET principle helps athletes and coaches to create a mastery-or 

ego-involving climate. Especially, it offers mastery-or ego-involving behavioral choices to 

coaches and teachers by the style in which they organize tasks: the degree to which authority 

and power in decision-making is being shared with children; how kids are grouped, evaluated, 

and rewarded in a self-referent or normative manner; and also the period set out for activity-

related achievements.  

Coaches’ roles have received numerous attention in studies covering the motivational 

climate. While Rottensteiner et al. (2015) concluded in their study that coaches should focus 

on building a mastery-involving climate for young athletes to keep them as participants in the 

sport, they claimed that coaches can use some elements from an ego-involving climate. To 

succeed with that, you need a positive coach–athlete relationship together with ingredients 
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from a mastery climate. Following the perceptions of the motivational climate, Møllerløkken 

et al. (2017) compared athletes’ and coaches’ perceptions of the motivational climate, and 

they found that the perceptions differed. The coaches perceived the motivational climate in 

their teams to be more mastery-oriented than ego-oriented compared with the players’ 

perceptions. They also concluded that coach education should focus on encouraging coaches 

to build a mastery climate. 

Motivational Climate in Tennis 

Harwood (2016) was introduced to the first edition of Motivation in Sport and 

Exercise (Roberts, 1992) and the principles of AGT, and it resonated with his tennis playing 

experiences for various reasons. Tennis is a result-oriented sport that externally rewards 

performance outcomes instead of personal development, and it also lacks individualized 

feedback. In a zero-sum game such as tennis, the challenge for players is to find other sources 

of information to build and keep their perceptions of competence, in opposition only 

depending on normative opponent comparisons. The attention to perceptions of players’ 

ability is stressed due to being ‘alone yet never alone’ on the tennis court. Tennis is an 

individual sport in which you have a personal responsibility for everything, managing your 

own line calls, confronting your opponent’s calls, being your own coach, handling setbacks, 

time management, tackling fatigue and close out matches. Concurrently, there is no outside 

help or assistance; however, there are outside expectations and judgments in a player’s mind. 

This could arise from a physically present audience, such as parents, coaches, or other 

players, or from more distant significant others, such as “Did you win your match?” 
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(Harwood, 2016). With ability-based evaluations normally around aspects such as match 

outcomes, scorelines, winners, and unforced errors, tennis is creating an inherently ego-

involving motivational climate (Ames, 1992b).  

Mastery vs. Ego Climate 

Regarding the motivational climate in tennis, Duda (2001) mentioned that recognition 

for players in different motivational climates differ. In a mastery-involving climate, players 

all feel that they possess a valuable role, but in an ego-involving climate, they perceive that 

recognition is only for talented players. Rewards together with perception of development 

also differ in the two motivational climates in tennis, as it is perceived that a mastery-

involving climate reinforces both effort and improvement, and this goes simultaneously with 

players focusing on the intrinsic reward of learning together with a feeling of increased 

improvement. However, it is being perceived that an ego-involving climate reinforces the 

emphasis on results and that this makes the players feel reduced improvement (Balaguer et al., 

1997, 1999; Kavussanu & Roberts, 1996). Interestingly, tennis players feel valued and 

inspired and appreciate their coach in a mastery-involving climate, while in an ego-involving 

climate, it creates rivalry between the players in the team (Balaguer et al., 1997, 1999). 

Mistakes and the learning process are also covered, and mistakes are interpreted as part of the 

learning process in a mastery-involving climate as players focus more on the task; conversely, 

mistakes are appraised as being part of punishment in an ego-involving climate (Balaguer et 

al., 1997, 1999). 
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While a mastery-involving climate in tennis creates a stronger work ethic, with players 

trying their best with stronger perceived competence, an ego climate creates a focus on 

outperforming others together with achieving without personal effort (Cervelló et al., 2002; 

Kavussanu & Roberts, 1996). Other differences in the two motivational climates have been 

found—a mastery climate seems to foster player satisfaction, enjoyment, and effort, together 

with greater satisfaction with their coach—while an ego climate seems to reduce enjoyment 

for players, alongside lower levels of satisfaction with their coach (Balaguer et al., 1997, 

1999; Kavussanu & Roberts, 1996; Yi-Hsu et al., 2005). In the issue of tension, anxiety, and 

pressure, it also differs in the motivational climates of tennis, as players tend to experience 

higher pressure and both somatic and cognitive anxiety in an ego climate, while a mastery 

climate is likely to reduce feelings of anxiety for the players (Cervelló et al., 2002; 

Hatzigeorgiadis & Biddle, 1999; Kavussanu & Roberts, 1996; Yoo, 2003).  

We find overwhelmingly support favoring a mastery-involving climate in tennis with 

positive perceptions of personal development for players and satisfaction with their 

performance and coach (Duda, 2001), and tennis players who perceived that their coaches 

created a mastery climate because of the impression that they had been improving in their 

tactics, technique, and psychological factors in their tennis game (Balaguer et al., 1999). In a 

study with 226 Greek national tennis players, it was concluded that mastery climates should 

be endorsed, as it supports the use of approach coping behaviors in stressful situations during 

tennis competition (Theodosiou et al., 2018), and in another tennis study, it was also 

concluded that it is more suitable to create a mastery-involving climate (Cervelló et al., 2007). 
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Adding to this, Smith et al. (2007) also suggested that building a positive mastery-oriented 

climate could be an ideal approach for players’ satisfaction, thereby reducing anxiety and 

making talent development easier.  

 

Practical Applications 

At the more recreational level in tennis, a mastery-involving motivational climate is 

important with a focus on enjoyment and motivation for the players. At competitive tennis, 

while an ego-involving motivational climate might dominate, it is recommended that coaches 

try to be mastery involved in their communications with their players before and after 

tournaments (Crespo et al., 2006). Concurrently, it is important to accept that ego-involving 

climates might become more common as “stakes” escalate, and players’ appraisals of these 

climates create more anxiety and pressure (Kavussanu & Roberts, 1996). Regarding this, it is 

recommended that tennis coaches should, where possible, produce high mastery-involving 

settings (Duda, 2001). For coaches to do this, Crespo et al. (2006) recommended coaches to 

reflect on how their players define success, how they as coaches explain success and defeat to 

the players, how they react when their players perform unsuccessfully or make mistakes, how 

meaningful extrinsic factors are for the players’ practice, and what the tennis players build 

their self-esteem on.  

More practical applications for coaches to create more mastery-involving climates 

included applying optimal challenges to fit the level of skill and drill to players’ abilities, and 

this can be done by adjusting both drills and equipment; working to stimulate training 



 14 

sessions by having good variation in drills and more team tasks than competitive tasks to 

engage players to build relationships with each other; and emphasizing effort, learning, and 

personal development by keeping everyone active focusing on this, and also trying to avoid 

giving feedback and instructing the players all the time. It is also suggested to recognize 

players’ shortcomings and personal development, and this process helps the players to set 

their own realistic measurable short-term performance goals, which are based on their own 

individual development and progression and effort instead of results and skills. Another 

interesting recommendation is to engage players in decision-making and leadership roles by 

letting them have some say regarding designing drills during training. Lastly, it is important to 

use different and dynamic grouping setups and focus on motivating the players to self-

evaluate themselves and wait for them to ask for feedback (Crespo et al., 2006).  

To create a mastery motivational climate in tennis, there are strategies to achieve that 

using TARGET (Harwood & Biddle, 2002: 64): Task: Coaching activities have various 

individual challenging activities, so let the players set process rather than outcome goals. 

Authority: How the coach interacts with the players. Let the players have a “say” in matters 

such as leadership roles, decisions, and trainings. Recognition: What is rewarded? Recognize 

personal progress and improvements in the players. Grouping: Be flexible over groupings in 

practice; avoid always having the most or least skilled players together. Evaluation: Use of 

feedback. Evaluation based on improvement and effort; allow players to evaluate themselves 

and be evaluated by others; avoid public evaluation. Time: Scheduling. Allow time for 

practice and improvement, and help players with time management to encourage practice.  
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A practical application concerning tennis and the motivational climate is that it seems 

that some parents predict a more ego-involving climate in tennis, focusing on winning and 

being better than other players, compared to what the young tennis players hold by 

themselves. Stressing the concept that success is not just winning, but reinforce good effort 

and not only high ability, alongside encouraging parents to have realistic goals for their 

children, might be a good way to highlight a more mastery-involving motivational climate in 

tennis (Crespo et al., 2006). 

3. Contextual Background 

3.1 Characteristics of the Mental Game 

Tennis separates itself as a sport unlike other sports because you lack substitutes, no 

chance for time out during the match, and no on-court coaching under, and it is very rare that 

you get an extra chance to compete. In tennis, players need to adapt their game to different 

environments, altitudes, competition conditions, and many opponents (Crespo & Reid, 2007). 

Mental pressure is also among the main causes of discontinuation in tennis, especially for 

young players (Aryanto & Larasati, 2020).  

Soares and Harwood (2017) investigated the psychology of turning points in tennis via 

nine interviews with elite players. A positive turning point with a direct connection to the 

scoring system was going for a risky shot and winning the point when about to lose the match. 

A negative turning point situation not related to the score could be a rain delay. To maintain 

positive turning points, routines in between points and sticking with the same tactics were 
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mentioned as coping strategies. To handle negative turning points, several strategies came up: 

try to get back to the routines, e.g., go to the towel, go slower to mess up the rhythm for the 

opponent, go to the bathroom, and ask for the trainer. Another example of how to turn a 

negative turning point situation that happens more frequently was to go to the bathroom 

concurrently with the opponent and ensure the other one is returning to court first. Regarding 

practical implications, there is a need to prepare for the match, as there is probably potential 

for turning points in every match. The authors highlighted the need, from a psychological 

perspective, to prepare for a match with mental skills outside competition. Often, breathing 

exercises and strategizing how to handle a certain situation when it occurs at a match are good 

examples to emulate.  

Mental Skills  

Twenty-seven studies were reviewed regarding mental training programs in racket 

sports, and all studies showed positive outcomes with complete or parts of the aimed goals 

with the training programs achieved (Cece et al., 2020). Gould et al. (1999) conducted a 

survey with junior tennis coaches regarding their opinions and knowledge about mental skills 

training (MST) and found that the mental skills thought to be the most difficult to teach were 

reframing pressure, crisis management, self-confidence, and emotional control. Roadblocks to 

MST in tennis included lack of time, lack of player interest, hard to evaluate effects on MST 

in tennis, and lack of models and examples of actual coaches teaching MST. Coaches 

expressed the need for practical MST exercises that could be taught in 10–15 minutes, 

together with strategies to engage players in MST.  
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Self-confidence 

With tennis being a result-oriented sport, emphasizing its competitive format and the 

need to repeat efforts, although you underperform or make errors, self-confidence has been 

identified as an important factor in tennis (Covassin & Pero, 2004). Regarding tennis player’s 

self-confidence, Daw and Burton (1994) incorporated an intervention focusing on goal 

setting, imagery, and arousal regulation for tennis players at college and found positive 

outcomes in better self-confidence and reduced amounts of double faults. Yoo and Calderon 

(2018) conducted a mental training counseling intervention that comprised journal writing 

(goal setting), and the results showed performance improvement and better self-confidence 

for the tennis players.  

Self-Talk and Other Mental Skills 

Tennis is also a sport in which you are alone tackling internal and external distractions 

on the court. Dohme et al. (2019) found improvement of elite tennis player’s regulation and 

emotional control alongside the use of psychological skills after a targeted 2-month 

intervention on self-talk, imagery, and performance routines.  

Caserta et al. (2007) investigated mental training in tennis executing an intervention 

through perceptual cognitive skills and decision-making for senior players and found that the 

players improved in decision-making in performance situations as well as speed and response. 

In a case study on the ATP tour, Mathers (2017) found that players, through imagery, pre-

point routines, and positive self-statements, reported increased performance and outcomes 

(key mental skills).  
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Concerning players’ self-talk in tennis, Thibodeaux and Winsler (2018) conducted a 

study with 28 young tennis players to investigate, through observation and self-reports, what 

the players say to themselves on court. They found that, through observation and the reports, 

numerous self-talks comprised positive, negative, motivational, and instructional self-talks. 

The observed self-talk was mainly negative and rarely instructional. The authors argued that 

self-reports for young tennis players need to be confirmed by observation. To explore the 

relationship between self-talks and emotions, Fritsch et al. (2020) recorded 20 competitive 

tennis matches, and the results showed that most of the players often talk to themselves, and 

the self-talks are also related to the experienced emotion and the emotion shown to the 

outside. We also find a new category of self-talk in competitive tennis in the study by 

Boudreault et al. (2018), named performance pressure, and it comprises phrases such as “I 

should,” “I have,” “I am supposed,” and “I have got,” and this is used to focus on doing well. 

This self-talk gives us an understanding of the players’ rules and standards.  

Mental Training and Stroke Development 

Dana and Gozalzadeh (2017) conducted a six-week imagery intervention on 

performance accuracy in serves and groundstrokes for teenage boys and found performance 

development in the accuracy of service and groundstrokes. Regarding this, we found 

important findings from the intervention study by Guillot et al. (2013) that mental imagery 

training with external focus increased service performance in match play. In another study to 

develop the service technique for tennis players, Atienza et al. (1998) conducted an 

intervention focusing on video modeling and imagery, and they found that the players 
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improved serves in accuracy, speed, and technique. A study was also conducted concentrating 

on trying to improve the services and receiving skills for competitive players through 

imagery, positive feedback, and technical training, and the results showed improvement in 

serves but not in receiving skills (Coelho et al., 2007). 

Tennis Parents 

It is a long journey to the top in tennis. Especially in the junior years, parents have a 

crucial role, and it is not only a mental game for the players but for their parents also. In a 

study by Harwood and Knight (2009), British tennis parents answered survey questions 

focusing on the internal and external demands experienced by having a child compete in 

tennis. It was reported that parents experienced various competitive stressors before, under, 

and during competition involving their child, opponents, other parents, and officials. 

Organizational stressors were also mentioned that went simultaneously with their financial, 

personal, and social investments in their support roles as tennis parents. In addition, parents of 

tennis players have reported feeling ashamed when attending tennis tournaments where their 

children underperform (Harwood & Knight, 2009; Wiersma & Fifer, 2008). As stated by 

Lauer et al. (2010a), “In tennis, it is a commonly accepted belief that a child will only become 

elite if one of the parents is highly involved” (p. 70). However, parental involvement seemed 

to change over time, and tennis player’s parents mostly reduced their engagement when their 

children entered the elite years with a master tennis coach while traveling to compete (Lauer 

et al., 2010a). Dohme et al. (2020) explored which psychological skills tennis parents 

considered important for their children and to understand the parental behaviors set up to 
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support these psychological skills. It showed that tennis parents were skeptical toward the 

development of psychological skills for various reasons, and they reported behaviors, such as 

talking to their children about the psychological skills, trying to set up learning opportunities, 

although these behaviors tended to foster an ego climate.  

Conversely, the players’ perspective on having parents present during tennis 

tournaments shows that it affects the players’ emotional experience. Some players reported 

that the feeling of being nervous at matches with their parents present got them intensely 

frustrated during the matches (Lauer et al., 2010b). Regarding emotions experienced during 

tennis events for both parents and players, Boudreault et al. (2019) investigated the automatic 

self-talk of elite junior players and their parent’s self-talk regarding the emotions experienced 

during important matches. The automatic self-talk of both the players and the parents was 

linked to their own experiences in important happenings. Considering that this experience was 

subjective and related to the emotions felt during tennis matches reveals the close link 

between self-talk and emotions in tennis. Harwood and Swain (2002) explored the effects of a 

season-long player, parents, and coach intervention program on goal involvement responses, 

self-regulation, competition cognitions, and goal orientations of three junior tennis players. 

The results showed that increasing mastery involvement and self-regulation while 

“suppressing” social approval goals facilitated positive efficacy expectations together with 

more challenging and less threatening perceptions of competition. 
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4. Research Question 

This study explores professional Nordic tennis coaches’ perceptions of the coach-

created motivational climate to determine whether there are some common aspects in the 

perceptions of the coaches or any differences in the way they perceive their motivational 

climates. Hopefully, the results from this study can give coaches, players, sport directors, 

national federations, parents, and sport psychology consultants valuable information 

concerning Nordic coaches’ perceptions of the motivational climate in professional tennis and 

how to maximize the potential in building the best possible motivational climates. Hence, we 

aim to answer the following research question: 

- How do professional Nordic tennis coaches on the ATP and WTA tours perceive the 

motivational climate they create? 

 

5. Methodology 

5.1 Research Design 

This study aimed to interview professional Nordic tennis coaches regarding their 

perceptions on the coach-created motivational climate. We conducted this using a qualitative 

research method, and this study used words as data instead of numbers, collected and 

analyzed in varying ways (Braun & Clark, 2013). We chose interview as our type of 

qualitative design, as we aimed to gain knowledge about the participants’ experiences and 

perceptions as coaches, and by interviewing them, we can listen to how they perceive the 
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motivational climate they create (Thagaard, 2018). The most common qualitative research 

interview is a semi-structured interview guide, which was used in this study. The questions 

for the interviews were decided before the interviews, but we decided on the order of the 

themes during the interviews. This approach suited this research because it allowed the 

interviewer to listen to the participants’ stories and concurrently ensure that important themes 

for the research question were covered (Thagaard, 2018). 

5.2 Participants 

The participants comprised six male and two female coaches. While qualitative 

research tends to use smaller samples than quantitative research, there are no rules for sample 

size in qualitative inquiry (Patton, 2002: 244). We applied “saturation,” a concept developed 

from grounded theory (Bowen, 2008). Saturation usually refers to the point when additional 

data fail to generate new information (Morse, 1995; Sandelowski, 1995), and we reached 

saturation after the eighth interview. In qualitative research, the typical approach to sampling 

is purposive to generate insight and in-depth understanding (Patton, 2002: 230) of the topic 

you are interested in.  

Based on Braun and Clarke’s (2013) emphasis on developing inclusion and exclusion 

criteria for the sample, we decided to include professional Nordic tennis coaches that have 

coached the top 100 players on the ATP tour (The Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP) 

or WTA tour (Women’s Tennis Association). We chose to include Nordic coaches with 

professional players because there are many Nordic coaches with great success on the ATP 

and WTA tours, and we wanted to explore their perceptions of the coach-created motivational 
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climate they have created to know if there are any similarities or differences in the way the 

coaches perceive their motivational climates.  

A common background for the coaches in this study is that they all had personal 

career experience as players and then started coaching. Three of the coaches reached as high 

as the top 100 on the professional circuit as players themselves, while four had rankings 

inside top 1000. As coaches, they have helped their players to as high as the top ten and top 

twenty on the ATP and WTA tours. The players to the interviewed coaches have played for 

the national teams in the Davis Cup and Federation Cup for many years. We also have players 

of the participants who have won several ATP and WTA titles during their careers, and most 

of them also had really successful junior careers. The coaches also helped their players hold a 

ranking as high as nr. 1 in their home countries. With many years of experience from 

professional tennis out on the tours, the interviewed coaches also have experience from 

coaching their national teams as head coach or assistant coach in the Davis Cup and 

Federation Cup. They have also gained experience in talent development inside club tennis 

and national federations, with junior tennis transforming promising juniors into top 

international professionals. Most participants described their personal characteristics as kind, 

loyal, calm, happy, engaged, and passionate about tennis. They also mentioned characteristics 

like being arrogant, controlling, hard to get to know, being one step ahead of you, having too 

many opinions, shy, and talking too much.  
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5.3 Data Collection and Procedures 

We contacted the eight participants via email and used an informational document 

template from the Norwegian Center for Research Data. This template included information 

such as it is voluntary to participate, that their names will be anonymized, the purpose of the 

research, what the data will be used for, and that they can, whenever they want to, withdraw 

from the project without giving any explanation. All participants decided to accept the 

invitation and go through with the interviews, and by doing so, they gave their consents. Due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic, seven out of eight interviews were conducted via computer-

mediated interviews through Zoom meetings, and one was conducted face-to-face with a 2-

meter distance between the participant and the interviewer. Computer-mediated interviewing 

has some advantages, although it is not that common in sport, exercise, and health research. 

Video forms give the participants a type of anonymity that could help them say things they 

would be unable to say to the person conducting the interviewing if it were face-to-face. 

Another advantage is that it allows the interviewer to interview participants anywhere in the 

world through the computer (Sparkes & Smith, 2014).  

We followed guidelines regarding the interview guide from (Atkinson, 2007; Gubrium 

& Holstein, 2002; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Wolcott, 1995), together with experiences 

concerning interviewing by Sparkes and Smith (2014). First, we made a list of draft questions 

based on relevant literature and personal experience on motivational climate in tennis and the 

mental game of tennis. During this process, we considered questions that addressed the topic 

regarding experience, context, behavior, values, senses, and also personal background. After 
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the first phases, we reduced the number of questions, eliminated those that did not really 

address the research topic, or were similar to other questions. To make this process easier, we 

thought about planning the interviews around a couple of big issues. We also focused on 

using open-ended questions instead of closed ones to help the informants open up and tell 

their stories; it was also important for us to refine the questions and to work on the phrasing 

so that the questions were intelligible, clearly worded, to the point, and understandable to the 

participants. As the interviews moved on, the interviewer tried to avoid jargon, abstractions, 

and academic terminology. More importantly, we focused on the questions to not confuse the 

participants but rather to help them speak more freely and openly about something that they 

have experienced. Hence, we also grouped questions around themes that are alike. We found 

it useful to start the interviews with some “ice-breaker” questions; this was very successful 

and highly appreciated by the participants. Several of the coaches expressed, “Oh, what a 

great question.” At that phase, you could really tell that they started to feel more relaxed, 

which was according to the plan. We also ensured that sensitive questions were placed in the 

middle and more toward the end of the interviews. The final set of questions that might be 

called “closed tour” gave the participants a chance to fill in any gaps that might not have been 

filled in the guide. All coaches seemed satisfied with the questions and their answers during 

the interviews, as none of them wanted to add anything else in the end.  

Before collecting data, we conducted three pilot interviews with the original interview 

guide before it was updated. In this phase of the study, the interviewer learned to be a better 

listener and reduced the number of questions and actual words in the language. Skill 
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improvements were also performed regarding the timing and proper follow-up questions and 

the appropriate words to use for the interviewer to be an active listener. The interviews lasted 

between 61:30 minutes and 34:04 minutes, and the average duration was 47:55 min. All eight 

interviews were audio-recorded and then transcribed verbatim. After the interviews, we sent 

the transcribed interviews to all participants, allowing them to read and potentially add or 

delete statements. Only one coach wanted to add one minor detail to the transcribed interview. 

Before we initiated our analysis, the final report comprised 11 pages of text.  

5.4 Analysis  

We used thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2012) systematic six-

phase process. One of the main strengths of thematic analysis is its flexibility. Thematic 

analysis can be used to answer almost all research questions and to analyze almost any data. 

The analysis started out with phase 1, which comprised familiarizing ourselves with the data, 

and we also transcribed it verbatim; after that, we read and re-read the data and noted down 

starting ideas. After transcribing the data verbatim, we ended up with 22 sides of the text, and 

this was the result of only the data that we decided to use in the report. In phase 2, we 

continued with a focus on generating initial codes, and we coded interesting characteristics of 

the data in a systematic approach through the whole data set and organized data relevant to 

every code. We ended up with 15 different codes. The next step was heading into phase 3 to 

search for optimal themes and to organize the 15 different codes into possible themes and to 

assemble all data relevant to each theme. This was followed by the phase 4 of reviewing 

themes and to examine if the themes worked regarding the coded extracts (level 1) and the 
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whole dataset (level 2), along with creating a thematic “map” of the analysis. Phase 5 

comprised defining and naming themes, and at this point, the analysis was in progress to 

clarify the specifics of each theme and the overall story the analysis explains creating clear 

definitions and names for every theme. At this point, we had three themes: “the perceived 

motivational climate, the mental game of tennis, and the motivational climate: a mental game 

of tennis.” We then continued into the last phase, which was phased 6, with the goal of 

producing the report; this was the last chance for analysis. This included selection of graphics, 

spellbinding extract examples, last analysis of selected extracts, and to associate back of the 

analysis with the research question and literature, building a scholarly report of the analysis 

(Braun & Clarke, 2006). We used a deductive thematic analysis, which helped us view the 

data through a theoretical lens, which allowed existing theoretical concepts to inform coding 

and theme development, and in this way, our analysis moved beyond the obvious meanings in 

the data (Clarke et al., 2014). This was the last part of the analysis, and we focused on getting 

the report to follow the research question and the selected literature on the research topic.  

5. 5 Validity 

Validity is generally defined as a piece of research showing what it claims to show 

(Goodman, 2008). A more precise definition is whether a measure accurately captures 

“reality,” which is obviously problematic in qualitative research (Braun & Clarke, 2013). 

Construct validity, internal validity, and external validity are all considered highly relevant to 

quantitative research, but the fourth one, ecological validity, is considered most relevant to 

qualitative research (Goodman, 2008). Ecological validity is concerned with the relationship 
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between the “real world” and the research, which sometimes “displays” as whether the 

context of data collection resembles the context of the real world (and is indeed meaningful to 

“real life”) and from time to time as to whether the results can be applied to real world 

settings (Goodman, 2008). As Cho and Trent (2006: 30) purposed, validity in qualitative 

research involves determining the degree to which researchers’ claims about knowledge 

correspond to reality (or research participants’ constructions of reality). This conforms with 

Pitney and Parker’s (2009) suggestion that the essence of internal validity is trust and 

accuracy. For them, “the concept addresses whether research findings capture what really 

happened and what participants truly meant and believed about a situation” (p. 62). 

5.6 Reliability 

In general, reliability refers to the possibility of generating the same results when the 

same measures are administered by different researchers to a different participant group 

(Yardley, 2008). Qualitative researchers acknowledge that the researcher inevitably influences 

the research process and the knowledge produced, and concurrently, they seek to “maximize 

the benefits of engaging actively with the participants in the study” (Yardley, 2008:237). As 

Yardley (2008: 237) mentioned, seeking to minimize the influence of the researcher “would 

make it difficult to retain the same benefits of qualitative research like the generation of data 

and analysis through the researcher’s active personal engagement with the participants and/or 

the phenomenon interested in (McLeod, 2001). The things, being said in an interview, for 

example, depend on the presence and skill of the researcher. Comparably, the types of themes 
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or categories generated in the analysis depend on the standpoint and experience of the 

researcher (Braun & Clarke, 2013).  

6. Ethical Considerations 

Before collecting the data via the interviews, we needed the project to be approved by 

the Norwegian School of Sport Science’s ethical committee (Norwegian School of Sport 

Sciences, 2020), and our application was approved on October 21, 2020. We also needed to 

send an application to the Norwegian Center for Research Data (2019), as we conducted 

interviews, and this included personal data, although the names in the transcribed interviews 

were anonymized. We used audio-recording, which falls under the category of personal data 

(Norwegian Center for Research Data, 2019). The application was approved on October 29, 

2020. In qualitative interview research, it is important to protect the integrity of the 

participants. This is important during the actual interviews alongside after we interpreted and 

presented the study results. For this, it is also common that you make personal recognizable 

details anonymized, which we have also done in this study (Fangen, 2015). In the actual 

interviews, it was important for the interviewer to maintain the trust of the participants 

throughout the interviews. In the concern of this, we also needed to respect the participants’ 

integrity and consider their reviews and motives alongside their self-respect. Alternatively, it 

is not ethically justifiable for the researcher to provoke an understanding for the participants 

themselves during the interviews. The participants have agreed to answer the research 

questions but not to answer any interpretations the researcher might provoke (Fog, 2007:43). 
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In this study, we also considered the ethical and political aspects of the research topics 

and research question (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Braun and Clarke (2013) recommended asking 

questions considering to whom the research might be interesting for, who might have benefits 

from the outcomes, how the research might be perceived both in a good or bad way, and how 

it might be used. Hence, it is a question of how ethically delicate or politically sensitive the 

research is. This is something that we have tried to clarify from the beginning of this research.  

The center of attention on ethics at the level of research participants has been 

mentioned as micro ethics, and macro ethics refers to ethics applied at the degree of the 

society where the research is conducted (Brinkman & Kvale, 2005). Following an ethical 

orientation to research, both micro ethics and macro ethics must be considered (Lincoln, 

2009). British Psychological Society’s (2009) Code of Ethics and Conduct revolves around 

four principles (respect, competence, responsibility, and integrity). It also includes several 

“standards.” However most of the standards belong to the principle of respect. The need to 

sustain privacy and confidentiality, the need to get informed consent from participants, and 

keep away from deception, which induces the need for self-determination. The participants 

know their right to withdraw from the research both during and after it has passed. Standards 

incorporated under the principle of competence involve the recognition of professional ethics, 

standards of ethical decision-making, and limiting competence. All of these aspects belong to 

being an ethical researcher. Responsibility refers to the idea of “doing no harm,” which 

includes the standard of protection of the participants, which includes factors such as the need 

to minimize risk and to inform participants of risk together with their right to withdraw from 
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the research. Debriefing is not usual in qualitative research. However, asking the participants 

at the end of data collection if they might have any questions “providing details of sources of 

support,” offering to give a short summary of the research to the participants, could be 

considered as a version of debriefing. At last, the principle of integrity covers the standard of 

honesty and accuracy, meaning we do not misrepresent our data or our participants, and we do 

not use someone else’s research without acknowledging it. Core requirements for ethical 

research include obtaining informed consent to avoid deception, keeping confidentiality 

together with privacy, securing participants’ right to withdraw without explanation or any 

negative impact, not putting the participants at risk and being honest and correct when 

reporting the research results (Braun & Clarke, 2013). Related to “snakes in the swamp” 

(Price, 1996: 207), the situation in qualitative research can be more uncertain and complex. 

This could be explained by the fluidity of the qualitative research.  

In this study, we used the IT systems of the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences. This 

means that the audio-recordings from the interviews were labeled with numbers instead of 

names, and a list of names was kept apart from the data collection. The laptop that was used 

in this research for audio-recording storage was secured with a password. It was also 

important that the only persons who could access these data were my supervisors and I, and 

we all signed a non-disclosure agreement (Norwegian School of Sport Sciences, 2018). 
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Article 

 

Coach-Created Motivational Climate in Professional Tennis from the Coaches’ 

Perspective 

 

Abstract 

Introduction: In tennis, world ranking determines what tournaments players can attend. Thus, 

better results provide better opportunities, and to get those normative results, players need to 

improve and progress. Based on achievement goal theory (AGT), this study examines how 

leading Nordic tennis coaches perceive the motivational climate they create for their players. 

 

Method: We purposefully sampled, and interviewed, eight professional coaches that had all 

worked with the top 100 players who had played in the Association of Tennis Professionals 

(ATP) or the Women’s Tennis Association (WTA) tours. Some of these coaches had even 

worked with players from the world’s top 10. We gathered the coaches’ perceptions through 

semi-structured interviews for thematic analysis.  

 

Results: The findings of this study show that the interviewed coaches define players’ real 

success in terms of their development, skill mastery, and reaching their potential. Although 

they discuss that winning is the only thing that counts, they state that focusing on player 

development and effort results will give the desired results eventually. To achieve success, the 

coaches emphasized the importance of promoting athlete ownership, which is coherent with 

autonomy-supporting climates from self-determination theory (SDT).  

 

Conclusion: The motivational climate was perceived to be strongly both ego- and mastery-

involving, but the coaches perceived that they enforced mastery involvement in their players, 

as this is what coaches ought to encourage at the professional level.  

 

Keywords: motivational climate, tennis, sport psychology, qualitative research 
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Introduction 

 Previous research on the motivational climate emanating from achievement goal 

theory (AGT; e.g., Nicholls, 1984, 1989) has mainly focused on team sports (Harwood et al., 

2015). However, little research has examined the motivational climate in individual sports, 

such as tennis, swimming, and track and field (Harwood et al., 2019). In tennis, as in some 

other individual sports, the motivational climate is shaped in training, at home, and mainly 

before or after competitions (e.g., Duda, 2001). During matches, coaches are referred to the 

stands and are not allowed to communicate with the players, although cheers from parents and 

spectators might influence players’ perceptions of the extant motivational signals. 

 At first glance, elite tennis might be highly ego-involving through the ranking system, 

where the win-loss ratio against other players is the foundation of every players’ status. 

However, the dichotomous win–loss evaluation does not provide information and feedback on 

their individual performance (i.e., hitting harder, running faster, or having more successful 

serves) or how they did relative to their previous accomplishments (Harwood & Biddle, 

2002).  

 Tennis is also a game of the mind, as it is both complex and indeterminate—such as a 

lower ranking player performing their best “precisely this day.” Thus, the potential of losing 

against lower-ranking players is always looming, and being unable to cope mentally with this 

stressor can instantly affect your own ranking. There are numerous other stressors—internal 

and external distractions—that a tennis player must overcome to perform optimally (Esposito 

et al., 2020). Common player complaints, according to Gallwey (2015), involve playing better 

during practice than in matches, becoming nervous when approaching a match point, and 

being their own worst enemy. Players make around 800 decisions during a match, and their 

mental performance may be affected by bad calls, behavior from the crowd, and harsh 

weather conditions (Crespo et al., 2006).  

 The present study primarily explores the associations between AGT in tennis, as called 

for by Harwood (2016), by examining the motivational climate that professional Nordic 

tennis coaches perceive that they create. In particular, Harwood and colleagues (e.g., 

Harwood, 2016; Harwood & Swain, 2001, 2002) have promoted AGT as a fruitful 
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undergirding of effective social-cognitive interventions in tennis—helping players with their 

mental game. To obtain in-depth data on their perceptions, we conducted in-depth semi-

structured interviews with the tennis coaches.  

 

Theoretical Underpinning  

AGT (e.g., Ames, 1992a; Dweck, 1999; Nicholls, 1984, 1989) aims to understand the 

function and meaning of goal-directed actions, which are based on how participants define 

ability and how they judge whether they demonstrate competence. According to Nicholls 

(1989), one may hold two different conceptions of ability that direct two different states of 

goal involvement based on a player’s belief of success and failure in the extant moment. 

These two states are termed ego and mastery (or task) involvement, and the common premise 

is that players may only be in one state at a time (e.g., Nicholls, 1989) but that this state might 

shift quickly (e.g., Gernigon et al., 2004). The adopted state of involvement is believed to be 

shaped by a combination of dispositional goals (achievement goal orientations) and 

environmental motivational cues (perceived motivational climate).  

 The dispositional goals, typically termed ego and mastery/task orientation, reflect the 

tendency to adopt normative or self-referenced success criteria in achievement situations. An 

ego-oriented athlete considers success to be a demonstration of a higher ability than others 

(i.e., outperforming them) and getting public praise, whereas a mastery-oriented player 

considers success to be improvement, the learning of new skills, and applying high effort. 

Personal differences in the disposition to be mastery-involved or ego-involved are held to 

result from socialization through mastery- or ego-involving contexts at home or in other 

significant achievement environments (i.e., classrooms or physical activities; e.g., Nicholls, 

1989; Roberts et al., 1997). The achievement goals are thought to be orthogonal (e.g., 

Roberts, 2012), although elite athletes show a high/high profile—being both highly ego and 

mastery oriented (e.g., Abrahamsen et al., 2008).  

 In AGT, the motivational climate created within adult-controlled achievement settings 

has received particular attention (see Roberts, 2012) because these interact with the goal 

orientations to influence the state of involvement. Analogous to the orientations, the 
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environmental climate reflects how these adults structure the situation and define success; 

they are correspondingly termed ego (or performance) and mastery climates.  

 In an ego-involving climate, adults promote social comparison as a basis for success 

judgements. When coaches (or parents) implement ego-involving climates, they tend to give 

differential attention and positive reinforcement to players with the higher ability—focusing 

on winning. Poor performance or mistakes may be punished with criticism, teaching players 

that mistakes need to be avoided—potentially building a fear of failure—and that open social 

comparison could lead to unhealthy peer rivalry (e.g., Roberts, 2012). Another unfortunate 

outcome associated with an ego climate is winning at all costs, even if rule breaking is 

required (Ames, 1992a, 1992b).  

 In a mastery-involving climate, important adults (i.e., teachers, coaches, or parents) 

define success in terms of self-improvement, task mastery, and giving maximum effort and 

dedication. In a mastery-involving climate, athletes are likely to adopt adaptive achievement 

strategies (i.e., selecting challenging tasks, giving maximum effort, persisting when setbacks 

occur, and taking pride in personal improvement). In sports, several positive outcomes have 

been particularly linked to a mastery-involving motivational climate (see Roberts, 2012): 

greater enjoyment and satisfaction, stronger intrinsic and self-determination motivation, group 

cohesion, and lower levels of performance anxiety. A mastery-involving climate in tennis 

may create higher effort, whereas in ego-involving environments, increased effort may be 

considered a double-edged sword, as losing with high effort shows the least competence. 

Winning with little effort shows the highest normative ability (e.g., Cervelló et al., 2002; 

Kavussanu & Roberts, 1996), but this strategy is potentially maladaptive for improvement in 

the long run.  

 

Contextual Background in Tennis 

 As mentioned previously, tennis typically rewards performance outcomes and lacks 

individualized feedback (Harwood and Biddle, 2002). A player is “alone yet never alone” on 

the tennis court (Harwood, 2016). This statement is especially true before they become 

professional players, as they are personally responsible for things such as managing their own 
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line calls, confronting their opponent’s calls, coaching themselves during matches, being able 

to cope with setbacks, performing time management, and dealing with fatigue. During 

matches, tennis players cannot access outside help or assistance; however, there are outside 

expectations and judgments within the players’ minds (Harwood, 2016). With typically 

ability-based evaluations outside the court (i.e., match outcomes, score line, winners, and 

unforced errors), tennis characteristically emphasizes normatively evaluated success criteria, 

as outlined in an ego-involving motivational climate (Ames, 1992b). However, with the many 

positive aspects of mastery-involving climates (for a review, see Roberts, 2012), tennis is 

advised to support a mastery climate, as it helps to develop flexible coping behaviors in 

stressful situations (Theodosiou et al., 2018). In tennis, there are no substitutes, no chances for 

time-out during matches, and no on-court coaching during matches. Players therefore need to 

be able to adapt their play to different environments (i.e., surfaces such as grass-, clay-, hard-

courts), altitudes, competition conditions, and dissimilar opponent types (Crespo & Reid, 

2007). Mental pressure is considered a main cause for players to leave the sport, especially 

younger players (Aryanto & Larasati, 2020). 

 

Empirical Findings 

 Mental preparations in tennis, according to Soares and Harwood (2017), include 

routines, breathing exercises, and strategies for dealing with certain situations when they 

occur in a match. In a case study on the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP) tour, 

Mathers (2017) found that, through imagery, pre-point routines, and positive self-statements, 

players reported increased performance and outcomes. Gould et al. (1999) found that 

roadblocks to mental skills training (MST) in tennis included a lack of time, a lack of player 

interest, difficulty evaluating the effects of MST on tennis, and examples of actual coaches 

teaching MST. Coaches expressed the need for practical MST exercises that could be taught 

in 10–15 minutes and strategies to engage players in MST. In an intervention study, Guillot et 

al. (2013) found that mental imagery training with an external focus increased serve 

performance in match play. Thibodeaux and Winsler (2018) found that tennis players’ self-

talk was mainly negative and rarely instructional. Fritsch et al. (2020) reported that most 
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players talked to themselves and that their self-talk was related to their experienced emotion. 

Boudreault et al. (2018) reported a category of self-talk in competitive tennis that they coined 

performance pressure and consisted of phrases like “I should,” “I have,” “I am supposed,” and 

“I have got.” The researcher reported this self-talk as part of a focus on doing well.  

 In a rare study with beginners in PE, Yoo (2003) examined how an ego- vs. a mastery-

involving climate affected the participants over a six-week program. In the ego-climate, the 

players had consistent levels of performance anxiety but decreased tennis performance, 

whereas in the mastery climate, tennis performance increased, and anxiety levels decreased. 

This study attested to the AGT predictions; however, to our knowledge, few studies have 

examined how coaches perceive themselves, especially in elite sports, and none have been 

conducted in tennis.  

 

Research Aim 

 This study explores Nordic elite tennis coaches’ perceptions of the motivational 

climate they create to identify differences and commonalities in their perceptions. The hope is 

that our results will inform the “adults” in tennis (i.e., coaches, parents, and sport directors) by 

illuminating coaches’ perceptions of their practice environment and providing information to 

further the motivational climate for future tennis players. Based on this we aim to answer the 

following research question: 

 

- How do professional Nordic tennis coaches on the ATP and WTA tours perceive the 

motivational climate they create? 
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Methods 

Research Philosophy 

 To delve deeper into the coaches’ perceptions of the motivational climate they create, 

we utilized a qualitative approach using semi-structured interviews to obtain rich in-depth 

data (Braun & Clark, 2013). The interview guide had several overarching dimensions, 

addressing (a) how they started as a tennis coach, (b) how they describe the motivational 

climate in tennis generally and in their practice, (c) how they perceive the mental game in 

tennis, and (d) how they describe the players they work with and how they work together, (e) 

the relationship between player and coaches, (f) and perceived coach behaviors. The questions 

for the project were decided prior to the interviews but we decided the order of the themes 

during the interviews to build rapport and let the coaches talk freely. By doing so, we could 

listen to their accounts and descriptions (Thagaard, 2018). To tap into their experiences, we 

used mainly open-ended questions for each general dimension, such as, “How does a typical 

day of coaching look like for you?” When relevant, we asked follow-up questions and used 

paraphrasing to clarify or dig deeper into core concepts. This approach suited this project 

because it allowed the interviewer to listen to the participant’s stories and at the same time 

make sure the themes that were important for the research question were being addressed 

(Thagaard, 2018).  

 

Participants 

 Based on Braun and Clarke’s (2013) recommendation to develop inclusion and 

exclusion criteria for the sample, we purposefully sampled Nordic professional tennis coaches 

who have coached players from the top 100 of the ATP or the Women’s Tennis Association 

(WTA) tours. Three of the coaches reached the top 100 as players themselves. Coaching the 

top 100 players is the pinnacle in tennis, as becoming a top 100 player is very hard. All 

coaches had helped some of their players reach the top 100, with some players reaching the 

top 10/20 of the ATP and WTA tours. The players of the interviewed coaches have played for 

the national teams in the Davis Cup and the Federation Cup for several years. Several of the 
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coaches’ players won the ATP and WTA titles during their careers, and most of them also had 

successful junior careers beforehand. The coaches have all had many years of experience in 

professional tennis and of the tennis tours, some coaching national teams as head coach or 

assistant coach in the Davis and Federation Cups. Thus, in-depth information from these 

coaches was valuable to our research.  

 

Data Collection and Procedures 

 We reached out to the eight participants by email and used an informational document 

template from the Norwegian Centre for Research Data. This template informed the 

participants that their participation was voluntary, that their names would be anonymized for 

the purpose of the research, what the data would be used for, and that they could withdraw 

from the project at any time without giving any explanation. All participants accepted the 

invitation and attended the interviews, and by doing so, gave their consent. The participants 

consisted of six male coaches and two female coaches. Qualitative research tends to use 

smaller samples than quantitative research, but at the same time, “there are no rules for 

sample size in qualitative inquiry” (Patton, 2002, p. 244). We applied “saturation”—a concept 

developed from grounded theory (Bowen, 2008)—which usually refers to the point when 

additional data fail to generate new information (Morse, 1995; Sandelowski, 1995); we 

reached saturation after the eighth interview. 

 Because of the Covid-19 pandemic, seven out of the eight interviews were done online 

via video through Zoom meetings, and one was carried out face to face with a two-meter 

distance between the participant and the interviewer. Computer-mediated interviewing has 

some advantages, although it is not that common in sport, exercise, and health research. Video 

forms gave the participants a type of anonymity that could help them say things they might 

not be willing to say to the person conducting the interviewing if they were sitting in the same 

room. Another advantage is that this makes it possible for the interviewer to interview 

participants anywhere in the world through the computer (Sparkes & Smith, 2014).  

 We followed guidelines for the interview guide (Atkinson, 2007; Gubrium & Holstein, 

2002; Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Wolcott, 1995) along with experiences concerning 
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interviewing by Sparkes and Smith (2014). First, we made a list of draft questions based on 

relevant literature and personal experience on motivational climate in tennis and the mental 

game of tennis. During this process, we considered questions that addressed the topic with 

regard to experience, context, behavior, values, senses, and personal background. After the 

first two phases, we reduced the number of questions and eliminated those that did not 

directly address the research topic or were similar to other questions. To simplify this process, 

we planned the interviews around a couple of big issues. We also used open-ended questions 

instead of closed ones to help the informants “open up” and tell their stories. Here, it was also 

important for us to refine the questions and work on the phrasing so that the questions were 

intelligible, clearly worded, to the point, and understandable by the participants. As the 

interviews progressed, we also aimed to avoid jargon, abstractions, and academic terminology 

and focused on the questions to help the interviewees speak more freely and openly about 

their experiences. We also grouped the questions around similar themes. We found it useful to 

start the interviews with some “ice-breaker” questions, which was very successful and highly 

appreciated by the participants. Several of the coaches expressed, “Oh, what a great question” 

before visibly becoming more relaxed. We also placed sensitive questions in the middle and 

more toward the end of the interviews. The final set of questions that might be called “closed 

tours” gave the participants a chance to fill in any gaps that might not have been filled in the 

guide. All coaches seemed satisfied with the questions and their answers during the 

interviews, as none of them wanted to add anything at the end.  

 Before starting the data collection, we carried out three pilot interviews with the 

original interview guide before making some amendments. In this phase of the study, the 

interviewer improved his listening skills and reduced the number of questions and actual 

words in the language. Skill improvements were also made with regard to the timing and 

follow-up questions and the appropriate words for the interviewer to use as an active listener.  

 The interviews lasted between 34:04 minutes and 61:30 minutes, giving an average 

duration of 47:55 minutes. All eight interviews were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

After the interviews, we sent the transcribed interviews to all participants, giving them the 

chance to read and potentially add or delete statements. Only one coach wanted to add one 
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minor detail to their transcribed interview. Before starting our analysis, the final report 

consisted of 11 pages of text.  

 

Analysis  

 We used thematic analysis and followed Braun and Clarke’s (2006, 2012) systematic 

six-phase process. One of the main strengths of thematic analysis is its flexibility. Thematic 

analysis can be used to answer almost any kind of research question and to analyze almost 

any kind of data, meaning we could apply thematic analysis to our data in different ways, both 

in an experimental and critical way. This analysis method helps to learn basic data-handling 

and coding skills without having to dig deep into theoretical constructs (Braun & Clarke, 

2013).  

 In the present study, we used the six phases of thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 

2006). Phase 1 consisted of familiarizing ourselves with the data and transcribing it verbatim. 

After that, we read and re-read the data and noted down starting ideas. We ended up with 22 

sides of text, using only the data that we decided to use in the report. In Phase 2, we generated 

initial codes, coded interesting characteristics of the data using a systematic approach through 

the whole dataset, and organized data relevant to each code. We ended up with 15 different 

codes. Phase 3 involved searching for optimal themes, organizing the 15 different codes into 

possible themes, and assembling all data relevant to each theme. In Phase 4, we reviewed the 

themes and examined whether they worked with regard to the coded extracts (Level 1) and the 

whole dataset (Level 2). We also created a thematic “map” of the analysis. Phase 5 consisted 

of defining and naming themes and clarifying the specifics of each theme and the overall 

story. At this point, we had three themes: “The perceived motivational climate,” “The mental 

game of tennis,” and “The motivational climate: A mental game of tennis.” The aim of the 

last phase, Phase 6, was to select graphic and spellbinding extracts as examples, perform the 

last analysis of the selected extracts, associate the analysis with the research question and 

literature, and build a scholarly report of the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). We used 

deductive thematic analysis to view the data through a theoretical lens, which allows existing 

theoretical concepts to inform coding and theme development; in this way, our analysis 
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moves beyond the obvious meanings in the data (Clarke et al., 2014). Finally, we focused on 

getting the report to be in line with the research question and the selected literature on the 

research topic.  

 

Results and Discussion 

 To understand the meaning of the present findings, this section presents and discusses 

the findings. To answer our research question: “How do professional Nordic tennis coaches 

on the ATP and WTA tours perceive the motivational climate they create?” we address the 

perceptions of the motivational climate followed by the perceptions of the mental game of 

tennis first as separate parts and then together. We have chosen to focus on tennis because it is 

described as a very complex sport, and tennis literature on motivational climate describes 

tennis to be mentally challenging (Harwood, 2016; Crespo et al. 2006).  

 

The Perceived Coach-Created Motivational Climate 

A Mastery-Involved Approach in an Ego-Involving Climate 

 To evaluate the motivational climate that the coaches perceived to have created 

themselves, we started the interviews with questions directed toward their definitions of 

success and failure in tennis. Overall, the coaches interviewed all agreed that winning is the 

only thing that you get rewarded for in tennis, meaning that it does not matter if you play well 

or not as long as you win, and professional tennis players do not care whether they play well 

or not as long as they win and ascend the rankings. The findings of this study show that all 

eight coaches defined real success in tennis as requiring personal development and skill 

mastery to reach players’ full potential. However, they also claimed that, although winning is 

the only thing that counts, by focusing on personal development and maximum effort every 

day, the results will come eventually. These findings are important to highlight because 

Harwood (2016) described the link between AGT and tennis as quite complex, with tennis 

rewarding only the result and not the performance. 
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A loss does not necessarily mean failure, but when you do not try to play your best 

tennis out on the court, that is failure. (Female Coach) 

 

It is all right to be sad and disappointed after a loss and then heal, but it is important 

that it leads to newfound energy and a drive that you want to come back and win 

again. In this process, it is crucial that the coach is ready the next day to train hard 

with the player on the court. (Female Coach) 

 

 According to Ames (1992a, 1992b), players in a mastery-involving motivational 

climate persist when setbacks occur and take great pride in their personal development and 

executing maximum effort. At the same time, the nature of tennis is highly ego-involving, and 

according to the findings of this study, the coach have to see the bigger picture when losing, 

meaning that you cannot draw too big a conclusion from one result as a coach, as there might 

be different explanations as to why your player lost the match. For example, according to the 

coaches, a poor result might come from an unlucky draw even though the player is in great 

shape, meaning losing is not defined as failure; however, if the player’s effort or behavior was 

poor during the match, then it is considered a failure. Summarizing the coaches’ perceptions, 

we see that they all intend to create a mastery-involving climate with an emphasis on 

maximum effort and personal development. However, the coaches also stated that you cannot 

ignore the fact that winning is the only thing for which you get rewarded. Based on this, 

tennis is perceived as a highly ego-involving sport and that, on the tennis tours, there can only 

be one winner every week, which makes it even more important to measure the player’s 

development instead of looking solely at the results.  

 To answer our research question, we also explored how coaches structure the goal-

setting process in their teams and on what they focus. When setting goals in professional 

tennis, emphasis should be placed on long-term goals aiming to improve skill mastery along 

with a specific process, performance, and outcome goals. Despite stressing the importance of 

setting specific goals for their players, they also highlighted that players need to work hard to 

achieve their goals on the court.  
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I don’t usually set outcome goals for myself as a coach, as I find the most important 

thing to be true in who I am as a person and as a coach, but if the player wants to set 

goals, we do that. (Female Coach) 

  

You can go far with clear goals and good planning; it also helps to reduce stress, as 

traveling around the world can be challenging. If you focus on personal development, 

the results will come, and if you do the right things over time, you will play good 

tennis eventually. (Male Coach) 

 

 In general, there is a strong emphasis on personal development rather than the 

outcome, however, they all shed light on the importance of winning at the same time. This is 

what makes competitive tennis complex, and according to the coaches, a key component to 

cope with this is for the players to make a maximum effort every day, with a strong focus on 

developing their skill mastery, making it possible to win matches.  

 The coaches highlighted the importance of having clear goals and good planning and 

of reducing the stress of traveling; however, they also stated that it is not wise to plan too far 

ahead because if their player reaches peak performance during a training period, they have to 

be ready to change plans and compete. This necessary flexibility highlights the complexity of 

planning tennis all year round, as players have to be healthy and strong enough to play good 

tennis, handle the pressures, and travel the world to ascend the rankings. Players must also 

have enough money to pay their coach. As you make a career based on your player’s results 

as a tennis coach it can be interpreted as an ethical dilemma when it comes to planning.  

 

The Mental Game of Tennis 

Perceptions of the Mental Game of Tennis 

 Players need to master the proper techniques to execute their tactics and outperform 

their opponent, and they need to stay fit and healthy. However, according to the coaches, the 

mental game of tennis is one of the most important aspects to master to succeed in this sport. 
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They highlighted that many of the best players in the world perceive the mental game to be 

the deciding factor in matches. The coaches perceive the mental game to be huge in 

professional tennis as it consists of so many parts: the players have to cope with external 

distractions and stressors, try to only control the things they can control to deal with what is in 

front of them, and make quick decisions.  

 One coach claimed that it is not a mental characteristic, but as a player, you have to 

practice things until it settles into your game. This finding highlights the importance of hard 

work and dedication, but at the same time, does the coach not perceive this to be a mental 

characteristic, although it could be discussed whether it is a mental characteristic or not. 

However, the perception of tennis not being that mentally important is quite common in daily 

tennis practices, but at the same time we find overwhelming support of the opposite in tennis 

literature (Crespo & Reid, 2007; Gallwey, 2015).  

 

The mental part becomes increasingly important, but unfortunately, we train too little 

on that part. We need more help from a sports psychology consultant, as we spend 

time on techniques and fitness, but not mental skills training, and the stress and 

pressure is there all the time. (Male Coach) 

 

The mental game of tennis is one of the most important parts of tennis. I cannot stress 

its importance enough. In general, almost every player can learn how to play good 

tennis, but you also have to feel good, have the right mindset, make the right 

decisions, cope with setbacks, and keep going for a win. These are the characteristics 

that separate the best from the rest. (Female Coach) 

 

 Most of the interviewed coaches perceive tennis to be a mentally challenging sport, 

but claim that there is a lack of both effort and resources in this area. This finding supports 

prior research in which tennis coaches expressed the need for practical MST drills that could 

be taught to tennis players within 10–15 minutes (Gould et al., 1999). The present findings 

also accord with those of Soares and Harwood (2017), who found that tennis is a highly 
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unpredictable game with several psychological turning points and that many tools can be 

utilized to cope with the uncertainty. 

 We stress that tennis is a mentally challenging game, not only for the players but also 

for the coaches. Tennis coaches are not allowed to coach on court during matches and must sit 

in the stands, as it is strictly prohibited to coach. Any communication observed between the 

coach and the tennis player can lead to a warning from the umpire. This motivational climate 

in tennis means that players should take utmost advantage of coaching before and after 

matches so that they can coach themselves on the court. Therefore, no matter how tempting it 

might be for the coach to tell the player what to do all the time, the mental game of tennis 

forces the players to think for themselves when they are out on the court. The present findings 

suggest that by reducing feedback, coaches can help players think for themselves and practice 

this during tennis training. In addition all of the participants agreed that they had to be very 

flexible in their feedback after a match, meaning that they might even have to wait a couple of 

days before talking about a loss with some players. 

 

Athlete Ownership  

 The participants all expressed that the players need to have ownership of their tennis, 

with most of them considering athlete ownership to be the most important characteristic for a 

professional player to succeed. According to one coach, in countries like Norway, where there 

are few role models due to a lack of a tennis tradition, the coach has to set the standards. 

However, the coaches agreed that, as a coach cannot own a player’s career, it is crucial for the 

player to take ownership and to be their own coach out on the court. One coach presented a 

metaphor for the player’s ownership. 

 

Think of the player’s career as a car, and in this car, the player is the driver, the 

coach sits in the passenger seat, and the parents pay for the gas. On the other 

hand, when dealing with a player that lacks ownership, it is crucial to ask good 

questions with video-based feedback. (Male Coach) 
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 The coaches’ perceptions regarding athlete ownership are in line with guidelines 

focusing on building a mastery-involving climate in tennis (Theodosiou et al., 2018; Cervelló 

et al., 2007; Crespo et al., 2006), and these findings might be practically valuable, as 

professional tennis tends to be dominated by a strong ego-involving motivational climate with 

an emphasis on winning. In light of this, we find it crucial for coaches at a professional level 

to help their players help themselves by being their own coach. To succeed as a player to be 

your own coach, it is important that the coach ask the right questions and provides video 

feedback. However, no matter what kind of effort you put in as a coach, it is always up to the 

player to deliver on the court. The findings relating to the participants’ perceptions of tennis 

being mentally challenging support the findings of previous tennis literature on this theme 

(Harwood, 2016; Crespo et al., 2006; Gallwey, 2015). 

 

The motivational climate in tennis: A mental game  

 One of the strengths of the present study is that we interviewed both female and male 

coaches who had experiences of both the WTA and ATP tours, which enabled us to explore 

whether the coaches perceived any differences between the two tours in terms of motivational 

climate. The findings showed that female players tend to follow more instructions and seek 

more approval but that they have higher discipline levels compared to men.  

 

Women tend to ask for more technical feeding drills during practice to avoid a practice 

match due to the fear of losing. This usually occurs when they consider themselves out 

of shape, and it often leads to overthinking and performance anxiety: “My forehand 

does not work.” “What are all the others going to think if I lose?” Contrastingly, men 

tend to worry less: “No worries it was just a bad day.”    

In order to master this area of the game, it is crucial for the players to be their own 

coach. (Female Coach) 

  

 We consider these findings important, as previous research on tennis and self-talk 

(Thibodeaux & Winsler, 2018) found that the observed self-talk was mainly negative and 
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rarely instructional, and they stressed that self-reports from tennis players need to be 

confirmed by observation. In addition, other prior findings on self-talk also show that most 

tennis players talk to themselves a lot, and that self-talk relates to the player’s experienced 

emotion and the emotion they show to the outside (Fritsch et al., 2020). The present findings 

also suggest that it is crucial to make tennis practices real and to train players in the same state 

in which they will play during real matches. Considering the complexity of the motivational 

climate, with the coach not being allowed to coach during the game, it is also essential that 

the player take advantage of practices when the coach is present. 

 The more established the players are, the greater the emphasis placed on the tactical 

and mental aspects of the game, especially when working with women. In addition, it is 

crucial to keep it simple and not dig into too many technical details. One coach shared his 

experience of trying out different approaches; at the start of his career, he placed most 

emphasis on technique and found that the players had beautiful strokes, but they could not 

play during matches. He then started to put all his focus on the tactics of a game-based 

approach and found that the technique was too poor for the players to develop their game. 

While the findings of this study are in favor of a more practical tactical approach along with 

focus on the mental game, technique is also important because players need to play effective 

strokes to execute their tactics.  

 It is therefore essential for coaches to adapt the players’ practices to the ego-involving 

climate that exists on the tennis tours while placing significant emphasis on making it real 

with simulating match play; however, coaches also need to build a mastery-involving climate 

that emphasizes maximum effort, personal development, skill mastery, and a focus on helping 

the players become their own coach.  

 

Limitations 

 This study has some limitations. First, in the interviews, many of the coaches talked 

about issues relating to SDT (e.g., Deci & Ryan, 2000; Ryan & Deci, 2000), such as 

autonomy and relatedness. As there is a lack of newer studies focusing on the motivational 

climate in tennis and as we wanted to investigate the coach created motivational in the present 
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study, we examined the AGT perspective, but in future investigations, we would like to 

incorporate SDT elements, as these might have furthered our study. In the present study we 

have limit ourselves to interview Nordic professional coaches but of course it would have 

been interesting to include coaches’ perceptions from outside the Nordic countries aswell as 

we intend to do in future research. 

 Even though the interviews went smoothly using Zoom, we would have preferred to 

conduct them in person because it would have been easier to read the body language of the 

participants, and we would have avoided technical challenges. However, we do not feel that 

using Zoom has affected the data collected for this study. The ongoing pandemic made it 

possible for us to interview coaches in different countries without travelling. To avoid making 

this study too wide, we narrowed it down to the coaches’ perceptions of the motivational 

climate. In the future, we would like to explore and compare the players’ perceptions with 

those of the coaches.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

 In response to the research question of the present study—“How do professional 

Nordic tennis coaches on the ATP and WTA tours perceive the motivational climate they 

create?”—the present findings show that the coaches focus on personal development and 

maximize the players’ efforts in their practices. The coaches perceived the motivational 

climate on the ATP and WTA tours as a strong ego-involving climate with an overall 

emphasis on winning. They agreed that tennis coaches should aim to be mastery-involving in 

their interactions with their players and should focus on personal development and skill 

mastery to obtain the desired results without focusing on them directly. The present study 

shows that all interviewed coaches define success in tennis as personal development, skill 

mastery, and reaching the players’ full potential. They also considered that losses do not 

automatically mean failure, except when players have not tried their best. The coaches in the 

present study claimed to work with this focus in their own tennis practices to build a coach-

created motivational climate.  
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 The present findings show that female players tend to avoid playing matches during 

training to save themselves from a potential loss. Match simulating game play is therefore 

crucial in tennis, as it only rewards the result without considering the individual performance. 

This is undoubtedly essential in tennis to avoid choking, to cope with pressure, and to train 

themselves in coping with the nervous state that occurs during tennis training by simulating 

real matches. Taking into consideration all the coaches’ perceptions of the motivational 

climate and the mental game of tennis, it is clear that hard work, maximum effort, and athlete 

ownership stand out as crucial elements of a successful professional tennis player on the ATP 

and WTA tours.  

 Furthermore, the findings show that tennis coaches need to be flexible in their 

approach and should always be prepared to change plans to adapt to when their player is 

playing well or not. However, the present findings also underline the importance of good 

planning that can help reduce the players’ stress incurred by travelling the world.  

As the mental game of tennis is perceived to be a huge part of the coach-created motivational 

climate, it is crucial for tennis coaches to help their players learn how to be their own coaches 

on the tennis court. This can be done by asking questions that force them to think for 

themselves. We also found that even though tennis is perceived to be a very mentally 

challenging sport, surprisingly few resources are applied to this area of the sport. The present 

study gives valuable insights into the perceptions of professional Nordic tennis coaches’ on 

the coach-created motivational climate in professional tennis. The motivational climate is 

perceived to be ego-involving, with a strong emphasis on winning; however, to succeed, 

coaches should adopt a mastery-involving approach and focus on the player’s personal 

development, ensuring maximum effort and building strong athlete ownership.  
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Apendix A 

 

Besøksadresse: Sognsveien 220, Oslo  
Postadresse: Pb 4014 Ullevål Stadion, 0806 Oslo  
Telefon: +47 23 26 20 00, postmottak@nih.no 
www.nih.no 

Søknad 167 –  291020 – Coach skapande motivationsklimat i 
professionell tennis från coachernes perspektiv  

Vi viser til søknad, prosjektbeskrivelse, informasjonsskriv, innsendt melding til NSD med 
intervjuguide. 

I henhold til retningslinjer for behandling av søknad til etisk komite for idrettsvitenskapelig 
forskning på mennesker, har leder av komiteen på fullmakt fra komiteen konkludert med.  

Vurdering 

Intervjuguiden er relativt omfattende. Komiteen anbefaler at prosjektleder vurderer omfanget 
av intervjuguiden i forhold til varigheten på intervjuet (ca 45 minutter) som det opplyses om i 
informasjonsskrivet. 

Vedtak 

På bakgrunn av forelagte dokumentasjon finner komiteen at prosjektet er forsvarlig og at det 
kan gjennomføres innenfor rammene av anerkjente etiske forskningsetiske normer nedfelt i 
NIHs retningslinjer. Til vedtaket har komiteen lagt følgende forutsetning til grunn: 

• Vilkår fra NSD følges 

Komiteen forutsetter videre at prosjektet gjennomføres på en forsvarlig måte i tråd med de til 
enhver tid gjeldende tiltak ifbm Covid-19 pandemien. 

Komiteen gjør oppmerksom på at vedtaket er avgrenset i tråd med fremlagte dokumentasjon. 
Dersom det gjøres vesentlige endringer i prosjektet som kan ha betydning for deltakernes 
helse og sikkerhet, skal dette legges fram for komiteen før eventuelle endringer kan 
iverksettes.   

 

Med vennlig hilsen 

 
Professor Sigmund Loland  

Frank Abrahamsen 
Institutt for idrett og samfunnsvitenskap OSLO 21. oktober 2020 
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Datan uppbevaras utan personupplysningar (anonymisering), projektet räknas vara senast färdigt 30/9 2021. 
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Apendix C 

 

 

 

NSD sin vurdering 
Prosjekttittel  

Coach skapande motivationsklimat i professionell tennis från coachernas perspektiv 

Referansenummer  

340581 

Registrert  

13.10.2020 av Erik Gustav Thorelli - erikgt@student.nih.no 

Behandlingsansvarlig institusjon  

Norges idrettshøgskole / Institutt for idrett og samfunnsvitenskap  

Prosjektansvarlig (vitenskapelig ansatt/veileder eller stipendiat)  

Frank Eirik Abrahamsen, frankea@nih.no, tlf: 94188982  

Type prosjekt  

Studentprosjekt, masterstudium 

Kontaktinformasjon, student  

Erik Gustav Thorelli, thorelli@hotmail.com, tlf: 45916429 
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Prosjektperiode  

19.10.2020 - 30.09.2021 

Status  

29.10.2020 - Vurdert  

 

Vurdering (1)  

 

29.10.2020 - Vurdert  

Det er vår vurdering at behandlingen av personopplysninger i prosjektet vil være i samsvar 

med personvernlovgivningen så fremt den gjennomføres i tråd med det som er dokumentert i 

meldeskjemaet med vedlegg den 29.10.20, samt i meldingsdialogen mellom innmelder og 

NSD. Behandlingen kan starte.  

DEL PROSJEKTET MED PROSJEKTANSVARLIG Det er obligatorisk for studenter å dele 

meldeskjemaet med prosjektansvarlig (veileder). Det gjøres ved å trykke på “Del prosjekt” i 

meldeskjemaet.  

MELD VESENTLIGE ENDRINGER Dersom det skjer vesentlige endringer i behandlingen 

av personopplysninger, kan det være nødvendig å melde dette til NSD ved å oppdatere 

meldeskjemaet. Før du melder inn en endring, oppfordrer vi deg til å lese om hvilke type 

endringer det er nødvendig å melde: 

https://nsd.no/personvernombud/meld_prosjekt/meld_endringer.html Du må vente på svar fra 

NSD før endringen gjennomføres.  

TYPE OPPLYSNINGER OG VARIGHET Prosjektet vil behandle alminnelige kategorier av 

personopplysninger frem til 30.09.21. LOVLIG GRUNNLAG Prosjektet vil innhente 
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samtykke fra de registrerte til behandlingen av personopplysninger. Vår vurdering er at 

prosjektet legger opp til et samtykke i samsvar med kravene i art. 4 og 7, ved at det er en 

frivillig, spesifikk, informert og utvetydig bekreftelse som kan dokumenteres, og som den 

registrerte kan trekke tilbake. Lovlig grunnlag for behandlingen vil dermed være den 

registrertes samtykke, jf. personvernforordningen art. 6 nr. 1 bokstav a.  

PERSONVERNPRINSIPPER NSD vurderer at den planlagte behandlingen av 

personopplysninger vil følge prinsippene i personvernforordningen om: - lovlighet, 

rettferdighet og åpenhet (art. 5.1 a), ved at de registrerte får tilfredsstillende informasjon om 

og samtykker til behandlingen - formålsbegrensning (art. 5.1 b), ved at personopplysninger 

samles inn for spesifikke, uttrykkelig angitte og berettigede formål, og ikke behandles til nye, 

uforenlige formål - dataminimering (art. 5.1 c), ved at det kun behandles opplysninger som er 

adekvate, relevante og nødvendige for formålet med prosjektet - lagringsbegrensning (art. 5.1 

e), ved at personopplysningene ikke lagres lengre enn nødvendig for å oppfylle formålet DE  

REGISTRERTES RETTIGHETER Så lenge de registrerte kan identifiseres i datamaterialet 

vil de ha følgende rettigheter: åpenhet (art. 12), informasjon (art. 13), innsyn (art. 15), retting 

(art. 16), sletting (art. 17), begrensning (art. 18), underretning (art. 19), dataportabilitet (art. 

20). NSD vurderer at informasjonen om behandlingen som de registrerte vil motta oppfyller 

lovens krav til form og innhold, jf. art. 12.1 og art. 13. Vi minner om at hvis en registrert tar 

kontakt om sine rettigheter, har behandlingsansvarlig institusjon plikt til å svare innen en 

måned.  

FØLG DIN INSTITUSJONS RETNINGSLINJER NSD legger til grunn at behandlingen 

oppfyller kravene i personvernforordningen om riktighet (art. 5.1 d), integritet og 

konfidensialitet (art. 5.1. f) og sikkerhet (art. 32). Zoom er databehandler i prosjektet. NSD 

legger til grunn at behandlingen oppfyller kravene til bruk av databehandler, jf. art 28 og 29. 

For å forsikre dere om at kravene oppfylles, må dere følge interne retningslinjer og/eller 

rådføre dere med behandlingsansvarlig institusjon.  
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OPPFØLGING AV PROSJEKTET NSD vil følge opp ved planlagt avslutning for å avklare 

om behandlingen av personopplysningene er avsluttet. Lykke til med prosjektet! Tlf. 

Personverntjenester: 55 58 21 17 (tast 1)  
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Apendix D 

 

Interview guide Master thesis Erik Gustav Thorelli 

Warm up questions  

How would your best friend describe you? 

How would your worst enemy describe you? 

Can you tell me how you became a tennis coach? 

How does a typical work day look like for you? 

Do you have a coaching philosophy? 

What is important for you in order to enjoy your work? 

Do you set goals for yourself and for your players? 

 

The mental game of tennis 

How do you perceive the mental game of tennis? 

How do you cope with failure? 

What is the first thing you ask / say to your player after a win/loss? 

How to play your best tennis during a competition? 

How do you structure your training sessions? 

Would you say that you are a technical or tactical oriented coach? 

Do you communicate with your player during a match? 

How do you work with decision making with the player? Do you let him or her engage in the  

decision making? 
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Motivational climate in tennis  

How do you define success in tennis? 

How do you evaluate your player’s performance?  

How important would you say the «mental part» is in tennis?  

Is it important to help the player be his own coach on court?  

Follow up question: How to do this?  

Is it important to win during training?  

Is it important to win matches?  

Is it important to focus on maximum effort and personal development?  

Follow up question: How to help the player with this?  

How do you help your player to feel mastery?  

If you had to pick one thing for the player to focus on during matches and training what 

would it be?  

How important is it for the player to feel «mastery» in his game? As a coach how do you view 

mistakes? 

How to cope with ranking points and match wins? 

How to cope with no on court coaching in tennis?  

Is it important to have routines on court?  

Should the player perceive that he is in charge of his own tennis?  

How do you as a team cope with pressure?  

If your player wins but the effort was poor, how do you respond? If your player loses but the 

effort was outstanding, how to you respond?  

Do you agree that the result itself in tennis says very little about one player’s performance? 

Follow up question: How to deal with this?  
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As tennis is a brutal game regarding ranking points and you need to deliver all year around is 

there something in particular you need to focus on?  

Is it important to think more as «a team» in tennis, or is it not that important?  

Closing questions  

Do you feel satisfied with the interview?  

Is there something else you would like to address? 

Is there some question that you miss? 

 

 


