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M
ental toughness in paddle 

tennis means being able 

to stay patient, focused, 

composed, and confident 

throughout the match, no matter what 

the score or circumstances. This is no 

small feat, given paddle’s unique set of 

challenges—the fast pace in a relatively 

small space, sudden changes in 

momentum, the pressure of avoiding 

unforced errors, etc.

In order to consistently perform 

well in the midst of these challenges, 

it is imperative that players be able to 

keep their minds clear of distracting, 

unhelpful thoughts such as past 

mistakes, fear of failure, doubts, the 

score, or the outcome of the match. 

Such mental interference negatively 

impacts a player’s ability to focus solely 

on the steps needed to successfully 

execute the current point, as well as to 

anticipate the opponents’ responses. 

Until a player has learned to drive out 

thoughts that clutter the mind and 

focus solely on the point at hand, it will 

be difficult—if not impossible—to play 

at the highest level of ability.

MINIMIZE DISTRACTIONS

For years, sports performance 

coaches have offered many tools and 

strategies that help players minimize 

negative mental interference. Phil 

Jackson’s book Hoop Dreams popularized 

the concept of meditation as an 

important tool for professional athletes 

to use to train their minds to stay “in 

the zone.” He attributed the Bulls’ 

six NBA championships in part to 

his players’ practice of mindfulness/

meditation. Since then, neuroscientific 

studies have proven that regularly 

practiced meditation yields significant 

changes in the brain and that these 

changes can be extremely beneficial 

for athletes’ performances in 

competition. As a result, a vast majority 

of today’s professional and Olympic 

athletes have incorporated meditation 

into their daily preparation routines.

Many of my clients who meditate 

have reported better focus and 

concentration in their games—with 

less distraction—resulting in improved 

performance in competition. And 

yet, I still encounter some resistance 

to the practice of meditation; the 

perception is that meditation is 

primarily spiritual/mystical in nature. 

Unfortunately, for all its great benefits, 

to many the practice of meditation 

seems to be a bit of a “hippie” practice 

that can make it hard to embrace.

Let me assure you that the practice 

of sports meditation is no more “out 

there” than standing behind the base 

line and hitting 50 straight serves 

into the court as a part of your regular 

practice and preparation. As athletes, 

we all know that to get good at a skill, 

it requires practice and repetition. 

Spending several minutes each 

day practicing the skill of quieting 

the mind is a “drill” that can yield 

tremendous results in your mental 

game.

PRACTICE FOR POSITIVE 
REACTIONS

Here’s how to get yourself started on 

the road to greater focus and clarity—

the mind of a champion—in only 10 

minutes per day.

1. Find a quiet place to sit and turn 

your cell phone off.

2. Take three big breaths, counting 

to four on the inhale and seven on 

the exhale.

3. Return to your normal breathing 

pattern and notice how much 

more relaxed you already feel.

4. Over the next several minutes, you 

will observe wandering thoughts 

as they drift through your mind. 

Try not to get involved with each 

thought or to judge it. Rather, each 

time a thought comes, imagine 

putting it into a cloud in the sky 

above and simply watch it float out 

of sight, repeating this again and 

again with each thought.

5. Eventually, with practice and 

repetition, you will notice longer 

periods of time during which your 

mind is quiet and still.

6. Do not become discouraged if 

your mind is “busy” with many 

thoughts; this is normal.

Repeat this sports meditation 

exercise every day for 30 days and 

you will see a significant decrease in 

the kind of mental clutter that can 

negatively impact your game. Further, 

you will be better able to maintain 

a more consistent demeanor on 

the courts, even in the most critical 

competitive situations. This will result 

in consistently high performance and 

positive reactions to the inevitable ups 

and downs on the court.  «»
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