Talent ID in tennis is extremely difficult in tennis.
It must be progressive and systematic.
To ensure that the Talent ID program is meaningful,
it must be done over a long period of time.
It must take into account the most important and
indispensable parameters for success in tennis.

Tennis in a high skill sport which requires constant
decision-making,

response

organisation,

spatial

awareness, as well as a wide range of psychological,
physical and technical abilities.
Any Talent ID scheme in tennis is less likely to have the

same accuracy or success rate as those used in other
sports.

There are three basic types of talent:
 General motor

talent

 Sports

talent

 Sports

specific talent

The main components of Talent ID can be divided into
the following categories:


Physiological



Physical



Psychological



Technical/Tactical



Results



Intangibles

Physiological tests can be used to measure height,
weight, arm span, body somatotype and other
anthropometric/biometric elements.
Although world-class tennis players have gotten taller
during the past few decades, there are enough

exceptions to proceed with great caution before deciding
that a tennis player will not be “big enough” to play top
tennis.

Given the complexity of tennis, physical tests alone are not
particularly useful in predicting future proficiency in the sport.
However, they may be useful in a negative sense, in that the

children who fall short of expected motor qualities in their
age range may be not be selected for intensive training or
competition.
In addition, the situation could occur that there is a selection
decision to be made between two players and the one with
greater physical skills may be the better choice.

In the younger age groups (10 and 12 & under) playing
experience, technical skills and biological maturity are the
factors that primarily affect results.

As the player reaches 13 or 14 years old, motor abilities
specific to tennis, particularly reaction speed and agility,
become much more important in determining performance.
From around 16 (girls usually earlier), factors such strength,
power, other forms of speed, and anaerobic endurance play
an increasingly important role in the performance of the
player.

Any battery of tests for young players should include
evaluating skills such as running, jumping, throwing, catching,
coordination, tennis specific speed, agility, power, flexibility,
endurance and the like. Given the apparent importance of
agility in tennis performance, it could be worthwhile to use
several different tests for this physical skill.
All physical tests can only be meaningful if used to compare
players of a very specific age group, or, preferably, once
physical maturity has been reached. Once maturity has been
reached, the playing field can be considered level. Otherwise
the results are useless.

Sports psychologists can give tests to children. These tests can
give insight into areas such as self-confidence, self-esteem,
personality or motivation. However, even though some
people have a greater predisposition towards developing
mental toughness needed for tennis, these skills can be
developed significantly in all players.
Perhaps the most important mental characteristics to play
well are drive and a desire to compete. Players with these
attributes will seek out every possible opportunity to compete
and practice their skills. These players are intrinsically
motivated. Other important psychological characteristics
include confidence, ability to concentrate and persistence,
even in the face of failure.

Coaches can observe some of these psychological traits
when the players are quite young. For example, does the
player spend a good deal of time hitting on their own
against a backboard outside of the training session?

As the player develops, evaluation of the player’s work
ethic, quality of work, enjoyment, poise, concentration
abilities and other factor is an on-going process.

The technical/tactical aspects of Talent ID are probably the
most important and the ones that tennis coaches are best
equipped to evaluate.
In the beginning stages (say 7-10 years old) a child should
have an average level of mastery in ball and racket handling.
At about 12 years old the child should reasonable mastery of
the basic shots:
 Serve
 Forehand
 Backhand
 Volleys
 Smash

As the players become teenagers, maintaining basic consistency
during points is essential. Players should begin to gradually increase
their power on all shots.
As the players become mature, true weapons such as a big serve
and forehand play an important in performance at the higher levels.
Young players should have fairly good footwork and the ability to
make adjustment to adapt to different situations on the court.
Recognising tactical situations on court and good decision making
regardless of the outcome of the points are important. The ability to
learn new skills quickly is an indication of talent in the
technical/tactical area.



Some players are gifted and others are not so gifted. It is
often the not so gifted that become better players in the
long run.



Some youngsters that have problems mastering stroke
techniques in the first one or two years, but were
persistent, enjoyed more success later on.



The reason is that they learned the benefits of hard work
and determination.



This point illustrates the challenges of effective Talent ID
programs for tennis.



In this case, a mental attribute, persistence, is more
important than early talent for stroking the ball.



It is a big mistake to identify talent based only on the results obtained in
10 and 12 & under tournaments.



Playing experience, technical skills, and biological maturity are the key
factors in determining who wins at these ages.



Tactically, a player can be successful in these age groups standing well
behind the baseline and hitting soft shots, without even considering
coming to the net.



A player must obtain at least a minimal level of results in each stage of
development or age group to be considered a good prospect.



Over the past 15 years, approximately one half on the boys and girls that
were ranked in the top ten in the world in the ITF Junior Ranking
obtained a top 100 ATP or WTA ranking at some point in their careers.



Junior rankings may be an indication of talent to compete successfully in
the world game, but there is no guarantee.











Eventually, a player that is viewed as having talent must begin to
produce results. The question is whether or not to establish a
“deadline.”
In general, the nature of the ATP and WTA rankings systems will
provide a sort of natural selection.
If a player does not win enough matches, they simply will not be
able to get into higher-level tournaments.
There are literally thousands of cases where players that had
great results as young juniors did not progress very far, and,
conversely, there are many players that were not outstanding
juniors that have excelled in the professional game.
As an example, Pete Sampras never won a major junior title in
the United States, although few questioned that he was a very
talented young player.









Another aspect of Talent ID can be classified as intangibles.
This could include many different factors that cannot be
classified as physiological, physical, psychological, or
technical/tactical.
Some examples of intangibles could include getting the
most out of ability, possessing good feeling for the ball,
being coachable, adjusting well to different conditions,
having killer instinct, enjoying the game, playing better in
important matches, loving to compete, or having great
anticipation or court sense.
Even at the highest levels of the game, these intangibles are
very real.
Many players, that seem to be less gifted physiologically or,
perhaps, physically can be exceptionally successful.



Do not confuse early results with talent.



Talent ID is multifaceted.



Often the expression “talent” makes people (especially parents and
coaches) feel too good, too often, too soon.



Talent Development is not Talent ID. Many very successful tennis
countries, such as Spain, are much more concerned with talent
development than Talent ID. It does not do much good to identify talent
if the training and competitive structures are not in place to develop that
talent.



There is no globally accepted model for Talent ID in tennis.



Heredity can play an important role in determining athletic skills—they
are partly innate.



Medical exams should be given periodically to ensure that the athletes
are healthy.



Talent ID methods for boys and girls can be very similar.



Athletes should not be “discarded” if at all possible. Instead systems
should be set up where there are, for example, A teams, B teams and C
teams. Movement of players between those teams should be possible.



Talented players should not have big “gaps” in their profile. For example,
if a player is very slow at age 12, he might still be a champion. However,
a slow player cannot be a champion at age 20. Very few individuals are
talented in every domain, but they should be at least average in all.



There are two age groups, 10-11 and 15-16, that are particularly good
times to test for talent. This is because at these ages there are the
greatest changes in mobility and components of the structure of the
mobility are closely linked together.



Do not take extreme decisions before 16 years old. Big changes occur
between 14 and 16.

Physiological Factors:


Primarily for including in a database to see there is a
correlation between data gathered on young players

and future performance.


Identify players that have a major deficiency that may
be difficult to overcome.



Use VO2max test and other tests.



Include data on the assessment form

Physical Factors:
 Top prospects should not have any glaring deficiencies.
They should be at least average in most categories.
 Reaction speed and agility are important physical skills are
important in young players.
 Keep in mind that the biological maturity will greatly affect
the results in physical tests until after puberty.
 If the player’s parents were successful in sports it could be
an advantage.
 Include data on the assessment form.

Psychological Factors:


Use tests to give insight into areas such as self-confidence, self-esteem,
personality or motivation.



Include test results in a database to see if there is a correlation in the
future.



Use the assessment form and include results from rests.

Technical/Tactical Factors:


Use the assessment form.

Results:


Keep in mind that great results for younger age groups are usually a
matter of playing experience and biological maturity, not necessarily
talent.



Use the assessment form.

Intangible Factors:


Use the assessment form.

Although this is based largely on personal opinion, the
relative importance of the factors involved in identifying
talent a 12 year-old player could be:
Technical/tactical 30%
 Physical 25%
 Psychological/Intangibles 20%
 Physiological 10%
 Results 10%
 Subjective – “Gut feeling” 5%


Children should not be discouraged from playing
tennis just because they did not “test” well.
Do not make important decisions too early.
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