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Naomi Osaka
Four-time Grand Slam champion Osaka revealed how 

performance anxiety leads directly to depressive cycles

PERFORMANCE  
TENNIS

““Whenever I lose, I feel like a loser... 
I start thinking I’m a bad person.”
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Ruthless
Played in absolute solitude across a court with no teammates 
to lean on, no substitutions, and no clock to run out, every sin-
gle action is exposed to public view. A missed volley, a double 
fault, or a momentary loss of nerve is not merely a statistical 
error—it is an exposed failure, witnessed in real time by par-
ents, coaches, opponents, and spectators. To master the game 
requires an extraordinary synthesis of refined mechanical 
technique, explosive athleticism, razor-sharp mental focus, 
and deep emotional resilience.

Because the demands are so relentless and visible, the game 
places a immense load on the human nervous system. Long 
before a player learns how to manage a tactical tiebreak, their 
body is adapting to the psychological atmosphere of the court. 
Neither young children nor adult recreational players can es-
cape this impact. In response to constant evaluation, public 
exposure, and the threat of failure, the mind builds protective 
mechanisms—patterns of hyper-vigilance, perfectionism, or 
emotional withdrawal—that take root early in childhood and 
cast a long shadow into adult life.

Even at the absolute summit of the sport, where athletes 
possess world-class technique and physical conditioning, the 
internal battle remains raw. The public confessions of Grand 
Slam champions and World No. 1s confirm what is often hid-
den beneath the trophy presentations: external victories rarely 
quiet internal insecurity. When a sport measures worth by 
the last unforced error, the true struggle is never just against 
the opponent across the net, but against an ecosystem that 
continuously asks a human being to sacrifice their peace for 
performance.

“Tennis is perhaps the 
most ruthless mirror in 
individual sport.”



“Deep down inside, I never felt I was enough... Success is as much 
about mastering the mind as it is about winning titles.” Even after 

major semifinals, his baseline standard remains relentless: “For 99% 
of players that would be a very good Grand Slam result. For me, it’s 

not good enough.”

Novak Djokovic admitted on the On Purpose podcast that even with 24 Grand 
Slams, the underlying driver was deep-seated self-doubt.

NOVAK DJOKOVIC
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The Broken Ecosystem
High-performance tennis routinely op-
erates through a toxic contract between 
anxious parents, speculative academies, 
and unprepared, insecure coaches. The 
culture attracts individuals driven by two 
powerful motives: the desire to belong to 
an elite social class, or the urge to fulfill 
unlived personal ambitions through their 
children.

Within this system, relationships are in-
herently unstable. Coaches are routinely 
dropped like hot coal at the first sign of 
plateau, while parents and players feel en-
titled to demand total compliance without 
offering loyalty in return. The result is an 
environment defined by cold demands, 
fear, and zero accountability:

Insecure Leadership: Coaches who fear 
conflict avoid necessary conversations, lack 
long-term development plans, and survive 
hourly contracts rather than taking respon-
sibility for the human beings in their care.

The Illusion of Control: The industry sells 
the false formula that Data + Analytics + 
Volume = Guaranteed Success. It ignores 
the reality that no amount of preparation 
can control physical growth, emotional fa-
tigue, or environmental variables.

The Silence Around the Casualties: The 
system operates in absolute silence regard-
ing the inevitable drop-outs, early burnouts, 
and physical injuries that litter the path to 
elite play.

The Adult Shadow: Long-Term 
Psychological Adaptations

When a child is raised in an environment 
where human worth is continuously tied to 
output, rank, and the outcome of a match, 
their developing mind and nervous system 
adapt to survive. These adaptations are 
not personality flaws; they are protective 
survival strategies formed in childhood that 

persist long into adulthood:

Perfectionism Rooted in Hyper-Vigilance: 
Treating minor mistakes as existential 
threats, leading to adult anxiety, microman-
agement, and fear of failure.

Transactional Self-Worth: Believing affec-
tion and respect are conditional, resulting 
in workaholism, chronic burnout, and an 
inability to rest without feeling guilt.

Emotional Suppression & Somatization: 
Swallowing fear and exhaustion to appear 
“tough,” which later manifests in adulthood 
as emotional detachment, migraines, gas-
trointestinal issues, and chronic physical 
tension.

Relational Guardedness: Viewing human 
connections through a lens of evaluation 
and competition, making genuine emotion-
al intimacy and vulnerability feel unsafe.

Identity Foreclosure: Experiencing a pro-
found vacuum of self when rankings and 
sports structures disappear, leaving an 
adult who does not know who they are 
outside of performance.

The Illusion of the Payout & The 
Forgotten Casualties

The public justifies this environment 
through the myth of financial and social 
success. Yet even for the microscopic 
fraction who reach the top, the trade is 
profoundly uneven. Multi-million-dollar 
prize purses cannot buy back a regulated 
nervous system, repair destroyed joint 
cartilage, or protect an athlete from the re-
lentless online scrutiny of a public fishbowl. 
They become wealthy adults who struggle 
emotionally and physically in a world where 
everyone around them holds a financial 
stake in their performance.

Far worse, however, is the vast, invisible 
majority: the 99.9% who do not make it.
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CAROLINE GARCIA

“I’m tired of living in a world where my worth is measured by last 
week’s results, my ranking, or my unforced errors. For too long, I’ve 
let tennis consume me... Winning doesn’t feel fulfilling anymore; it 

just brings relief that it’s over.”

Caroline Garcia, World number 4
Exhausted by constant anxiety and panic attacks.
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35+Real Sovereignty
The industry is built on disposable human 
lives. Tens of thousands of young people 
leave the sport with broken knees, hips, 
and spines, carrying the heavy guilt of 
“failing” their parents’ financial and emo-
tional investments. Deprived of identity, 
education, or coping mechanisms, many 
turn to substance abuse simply to numb 
the chronic physical pain and the persistent 
internal voice whispering that they were not 
enough. The system cleans its hands, dis-
cards them without a word, and prepares 
the next wave of ambitious families.

The Sovereign Sanctuary

We cannot fix a multi-million-dollar industry 
that trades human peace for performative 
status. What we can do is hold our baseline.

A child will not automatically avoid un-
healthy adaptations in adulthood simply 
because we fix their sport; life is complex, 
and pressures exist in many places. Howev-
er, parents who truly see the human being 
treat their children differently across every 
domain of life. And when a coach chooses 
to lead as a sovereign mentor rather than 
a transactional contractor, the court be-
comes a vital protective factor.

By refusing to let outside noise dictate our 
internal weather, we turn our court into 
an oasis—a quiet sanctuary where human 
beings are seen, respected, and guided 
long before anyone looks at the score. True 
coaching is not measured in 12-and-under 
trophies or national rankings. It is mea-
sured in the quiet confidence, emotional 
resilience, and enduring joy of a human 
being who was taught that they were al-
ways enough.

A baseline managed with warmth, dignity, 
safety, and true mentorship isn’t just a 
nice way to teach tennis—it is a life-saving 
sanctuary. It reminds us that every person 
who steps onto a court is a human soul first, 
and that no sport is ever worth destroying 

a life for.

Andre Agassi, World Number 1
In his autobiography Open, Agassi laid 
bare the hollow nature of top-tier success 
after being forced into tennis by an intense 
father:

“Winning changes nothing... Now that 
I’m number one, I feel no different. I feel 
hollow, lost.”

Ashleigh Barty, World Number 1
Barty took a two-year hiatus at age 18 
due to burnout, and ultimately walked 
away permanently at World No. 1 at age 
25, choosing personal well-being over the 
relentless chase for rankings.

Real sovereignty is realizing that the 
baseline of a peaceful life is built from 
the inside out—through psychological 
safety, meaningful work, physical health, 
authentic connection, and knowing that 
you are enough long before anyone looks 
at your bank account or your credentials.
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In my blog, I share my decades of experience working with players of all ages 
and skill levels. Here you will find articles on topics such as technique, mental 
strength, personal development, and the deeper values ​​that tennis teaches us.

www.longarnold.ch/blog
Tennis Experience


