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Foreword by Coco Gauff

I first met Patrick in 2014, when I was a ten-year-old student at Mouratoglou Academy outside Paris. To be honest, I was terrified. As the coach of my idol, Serena Williams, Patrick seemed larger than life to me. But over the ensuing weeks as I settled in and adjusted to life at the Academy, I started to understand his tremendous love for the sport and those who played it. Even though he was Serena’s full-time coach, Patrick was also intently focused on the development of his younger players and would often spend time with us on the practice courts. He once told me to reach out if I ever needed anything in my career.

That moment came in 2023 when my own coach had to step aside. Because of this, my self-confidence plummeted. I had been with him when I reached my first Grand Slam final at the French Open in 2022, and I didn’t believe that I could find that kind of success with any other coach. Then Patrick stepped in. He recognized immediately that I had lost that tremendous confidence and self-esteem that he had seen in me when I was younger. He set about helping me regain it straightaway. How? By simplifying the game for me, by reminding me why I had fallen in love with tennis in the first place. 

Young players tend to overcomplicate things, and I was no different. There were so many parts of my game that I felt needed work and the more I thought about all I had to do, the less confident I became in my ability to do it. It was almost paralyzing. Patrick helped me push all that aside and taught me how to focus on the game itself. His briefings before a match were remarkable in their pure simplicity: “Follow the game plan,” he would say. So, that’s what I did, and over time, as I rediscovered my joy and passion for the sport, my confidence in my abilities and positive mindset returned. I started to win again.

Believe me, I understand what it feels like to think you aren’t good enough to achieve your goals. I am also equally familiar with the damage we do to our self-esteem when we take every misstep, every mistake, every loss as an indictment of our abilities. In the pages ahead Patrick is going to start at the beginning with you, as he did with me. It’s not about technique; it’s about connecting the mind with the body—mindset with action. He’s going to focus on your self-esteem, he’s going to talk a lot about your confidence, and he’s going to show you how to rebuild these essential elements of your performance success from square one. My advice before you begin? Don’t overcomplicate it. It’s a simple game.










Introduction


What’s Stopping You?

When I was twenty-six years old, something changed inside me. It wasn’t a sudden change; rather, it was something I had been actively working at since I was an adolescent. I left behind the anxious child I had been and became the man I was always meant to be, overflowing with a tremendous sense of purpose and a feeling of confident joy. Doubts and fears would certainly trouble me in the years to come, but at the moment I felt neither. I knew what I wanted to do with my life; I knew what I had to do. I felt alive, or at least more alive and surer of myself than I had ever been. 

Of all the victories I would win in the coming years—building my tennis academy into the largest in Europe, becoming a coach, coaching my players up to Grand Slams—this victory, a victory over myself, has proven to be the greatest. Of all the defeats and setbacks I would endure over those same years, none would compare to the misery and hopelessness I had experienced as a child and teenager. Because if I hadn’t won the battle inside me—a battle for my happiness, my purpose, my reason for being—then I wouldn’t have won anything else.

*

What inspired this transformation in my twenty-six-year-old self? I’ll get to that in a moment. 



Man’s greatest victory is over oneself.

 Plato



Let’s first talk about why you are here: You want to win. You’re sick of losing; you’re tired of procrastinating; you’re over being afraid; you’re done with rationalizing your defeats. Even if you’ve never thought of your personal and professional successes and failures as victories or defeats before, I want you to start thinking of them that way now. After all, you’re reading a book by a tennis coach who is judged on whether his players win or lose on the court. You play on a different court, because you’re playing a different game. But these are mere details. What matters is that you step onto your court of choice with confidence, purpose, and the belief that you will walk away victorious. 

In the tennis world, I am known as the “Mentalist,” a nickname that accurately describes my approach to coaching players. No matter who I’m coaching, and no matter who my player is up against, my purpose as a coach is the same: to mentally prepare my player to focus on their goals and execute the game plan throughout the entirety of the match. Sounds simple, right? Except preparing our minds to face the challenges of our day and achieve the goals we have set for ourselves is perhaps one of the hardest things in life. It was hard for me when I was a child and adolescent and continues to be even today; it is hard for my players, no matter if they’ve won ten Grand Slams or never played in a major tournament; and it is hard for you, regardless of the challenges life throws at you or the goals you have set. 

Put plainly: The greatest obstacle you will face in your life is in your own mind. Seemingly at every turn, your mind tries to sabotage your progress. Why? The mind is designed to keep you safe, and it does this by convincing you to avoid failure. Conversely, the greatest weapon you have against life’s challenges is also your mind, when it is properly prepared and attuned to work for you and your goals, not against you. The chasm between these two contradictory mindsets is the difference between a life lived comfortably but without success and one that thrives on overcoming obstacles and accomplishing goals. 

What I offer in the pages that follow is a program to gradually transform your mindset from being your greatest handicap to being your greatest asset. If followed correctly, this program will condition you to achieve a state of performance excellence at all times. For this is the champion mindset: an unshakeable belief in your own abilities matched with an unwavering focus on accomplishing your goals, not for every match, not even for every game, but for every point. A champion, regardless of the circumstances or details—a challenging opponent, rotten weather, an aggravating injury, loss or pain in their personal lives—performs at their highest standard at all times.  

They perform at their highest standard at all times. Don’t gloss over those last three words: at all times. They are the most important. Nearly anyone can muster the strength and courage for one heroic feat of personal achievement in their life. Good for them, but can they do it again? Can they maintain that competitive fire throughout the years, through defeats, through despair, through tragedies? Someone with a champion mindset can. To be more blunt, they must, for it is the only way to smash every goal they set for themself.

Not long ago I was talking with a friend of mine who is an Olympic champion. After the pleasantries, he asked if I would be his coach. This request wasn’t particularly noteworthy. I’m a professional tennis coach whose players have won Grand Slam titles. Mouratoglou Academy in France is the largest in Europe and attracts the most promising players from all over the world. I’m asked to be someone’s coach a dozen times a year. Coaching is what I do, and I do it very well.

Except that my friend is not a tennis player. He is an Olympic champion in a different sport. (To protect his identity, I won’t divulge which sport, but it has nothing to do with tennis on a technical level.) 

I should have been surprised that this athlete would come to me, a tennis coach, for help. Except I wasn’t surprised at all. I was touched. I was honored. I was thankful that my friend would put his future and his faith in my coaching. But surprised?

Not one bit.

Nor was I surprised when another friend of mine who manages a major hedge fund asked if I would be his coach—not on the court, but in business. He wanted me to coach him on how to be better at what he does.

My two friends understood, as you must, that the lessons and tactics I bring to my players apply to anyone who desires to adopt a champion mindset and perform in a state of excellence at all times.

*

Before we begin, we must discuss what you need to bring to this endeavor. First and foremost, you must have a goal that you are struggling to accomplish. The details of this goal don’t matter; what matters is that you have pinpointed a spot on the distant horizon that directs your actions and decisions. It could be a physical goal, like running a marathon; a professional goal, like finishing your book or starting a business; or a personal goal, like losing weight or finding a partner. Whatever it is, that is the point toward which we will strive together in this book. 

To better understand what I mean, let me use a goal I had for myself when I was a child. I wanted to be able to talk to kids my age just like I saw all my peers doing. That was it; that was my goal. Such a goal might sound silly to you, but for me, a painfully shy and awkward child, it was the hardest thing in the world. When I achieved that goal, I set myself another one: I would break free of my father’s restrictive authority, make friends, and start to live. (You have to know my father to understand just how much this goal frightened me; you will meet him in the following pages.) The point I want to emphasize is that it is by achieving our goals that we continue to move forward and improve. The goal itself is of less importance than the desire to reach it. 

Second, you must have patience. I have worked with players whose lack of patience wouldn’t allow them to accept gradual progress. Their hunger—a necessity for any athlete—would overpower their humility and willingness to learn. Frustration would set in, and that’s when they would lose focus. It has taken me decades to understand and embrace the lessons offered in this book. While it won’t take you that long to apply them to your life, you must give yourself grace and you must have patience. As I say to my players, you must be able to look at yourself with kind eyes, and accept that what you are attempting isn’t easy and that it’s OK to fail. It is important also to realize that time can be your best friend or your worst enemy. When you are doing the right things to improve, time is your best friend because every minute makes you better. When you are doing the wrong things, time is your enemy because it makes you weaker and drains your confidence. 

You will see in the following chapters how unlikely it was that I achieved any of my goals at all, given where I started. Wherever your starting point lies, tomorrow you will be closer to your goal, and that’s all that matters. To use an athletic analogy, you might run only one mile today, but that is one mile more than you would have run if you’d done nothing. Don’t do nothing; do something, and you will see progress.

Finally, you must look at the lessons to come as more than a training regimen; they are the keys for living. I have no doubt that if you apply the techniques of this book, you will achieve your goal, whatever it is. You will feel better than you’ve ever felt before. You did it! But here’s the thing: You aren’t done. When we have climbed one mountain, we must immediately set out to climb another, higher mountain. We never stop, because when we stop, we begin to lose our sense of focus, and when that goes, so does our champion mindset. Believe me, sometimes you will want to stop, especially after a defeat. As it is in tennis, so it is in life: The bigger the loss, the harder it is to go back out there the next day. All that work, all that discipline, all the self-sacrifice, again? Such an attitude has ended the careers of many great players. Even the best must lose sometimes, but that doesn’t make them losers. They would be losers if they gave up after defeat. No, the best wake up the day after losing and hit the court. That, in many ways, is the ultimate victory.

The question, of course, is whether a tennis coach, even one who has coached the very best in the world, can turn his lessons on the court into a universal program that anyone can follow. Having never met you, can I still reach you—as I aim to reach all my players—in a deeply personal way and help you build a champion mindset? It’s a fair question. 

Coaching, when done well, begins with a bond between player and coach—a privileged connection through which the coach can perceive the player’s goals, desires, doubts, and all those pesky emotions that bubble to the surface as the player steps onto the court. Through this connection, the coach will help a player mobilize the resources they need to produce a successful outcome. 

The lessons I bring to my players are the very lessons I put myself through. They worked for me, and they have worked for many of the top tennis players in the world. 

I am confident that they will work for you as well.

There’s just one problem: I’m here and you’re there. I cannot coach you in the traditional sense. I would never attempt to coach a player solely through the written word. It’s not possible, because so much of my coaching philosophy hinges on my ability to build that personal connection. That is why this book is about you coaching yourself. You must do it. You must be me, in a sense, as you learn the following lessons and apply them to your life. What I’m asking of you is to be your own coach and player. 

Does that sound hard? It is, but here’s why I know you can do it: because I did it. 

Sometimes, when I’m alone, I think about the boy I once was. Scrawny, frail, sickly, and stupid—or so I thought. I went through most of my childhood like this, with very few points of light to keep me going. I had zero self-confidence; I had no friends, since contact with strangers petrified me; I was ill most of the time; I suffered from night terrors; and I was abused at school by teachers and bullies. At home, my parents loved me dearly, but they were unable to help me overcome my problems. My father, a self-made entrepreneur, had little patience for excuses and couldn’t understand why I struggled where he had excelled. Caught between school and home, I had no place to go for comfort or affirmation . . . except the tennis court, but that’s another story. 


In the depths of winter, I finally learned that within me lay an invincible summer.

SUMMER, Albert Camus




No one could have imagined, least of all me, that this child would one day coach the best tennis players in the world, helping many to achieve their dreams on the biggest stages in the sport. At the same time, no one could have imagined that this same child would, by his early forties, achieve all the goals he had set for himself and beyond. Or that, having achieved them, he would be hungry to achieve even more.

Yet that is what happened. How? Well, I didn’t give myself a choice. While I was never truly suicidal, I was deeply depressed and thoughts of death haunted me. By my teen years, I realized that I had to do something. If I didn’t, I wasn’t going to make it much longer. There was no one I could turn to, so I turned to myself. Without knowing I was doing it, I coached myself. Using the keys that you will find in this book, I adapted and honed my way of thinking to become the driver of my success. I gradually evolved my state of mind. I tore it down, I shook it up, and I rebuilt it—just as I sometimes do with my players. 

By adopting the right mindset and attitude and by taking action, I was able to pull myself out of a vicious cycle of bad thinking, a phenomenon that captures so many who simply cannot realize their own potential. Bad thinking leads to bad habits, and bad habits lead to worse results. Those terrible results then lead to bad thinking and the cycle repeats itself. It is incredibly hard to pull oneself out of this vicious cycle.

Anxious to escape this trap, I progressively modified my perception of myself. I went from someone who had no self-esteem, someone who actively hated himself, to someone with a little bit of self-esteem. That little bit was enough to give me the power to make a change. It was a small change, but like the pebble that starts an avalanche, it was the beginning of a new life for me. I saw my qualities for the first time. More importantly, I saw that I mattered. This is what broke the cycle. I finally took control of my life, and over the course of ten years, from age sixteen to twenty-six, I built a new me. When I reached twenty-six, I was ready to start winning.

But if that’s all I had done, then I would have fallen right back into the vicious cycle. I had to act. By putting one foot in front of the other, I actively sought to accomplish my goals. The victories started to come, slowly at first, but then with greater speed as I grew more confident and sure of myself. I made plenty of mistakes along the way, but I kept moving forward. I’d achieve one goal only to set another one. I knew that if I ever stopped moving, that would be it for me. That sickly, timid boy would return, and all I had achieved would be cast aside, nothing more than memories of a life that had once given itself a chance.

And then I experienced something truly magical. The more I accomplished, the more I wanted to accomplish. Each victory fueled my desire to achieve more. My ambition expanded; my goals kept getting bigger and grander. Even defeats, which might easily send a person back into the vicious cycle, didn’t faze me. I learned from them, and then I walked right over them. In time, I was able to identify what I now call the “virtuous cycle”—put simply, when we are self-assured and confident in our abilities, we are more determined to obtain our goals. When we obtain our goals, our confidence and self-assurance increase, causing us to seek out new challenges. We aim higher because we now realize that the purpose of life isn’t to achieve one goal; it’s to live life as if it is our greatest masterpiece. There is no final goal; there is only the happiness, success, and fulfillment we find along the way. 

Looking back on my own life as well as on my coaching experience, I’ve identified ten keys that have unlocked success for my players and for me. In each chapter of this book, I present one of these keys and tell you how I applied it in my life and in my coaching. I end each chapter with a list of lessons that you can use to apply the key in your own life. It is not enough to know about these keys; you must act and live them. 

Along this journey, you will meet the boy I once was—a scared, timid, weak child who was unproductive at school. You will watch this boy grow into a young man and finally begin his life. You will follow my steps as I, an amateur to the tennis world, built Mouratoglou Academy. When I stumble, you will cringe. When I succeed, you will smile (maybe). Most of all, I know you will be able to see a little bit of yourself in these moments. Even if you have never picked up a racket or don’t know a grass court from a clay court, you will see that the journey we all must take on the road to performance excellence isn’t so different after all. I present my victories as well as my defeats so that you may learn from my example. This includes the players I helped reach the top of the sport and those who didn’t. The failures hurt, even decades later. But until we face and acknowledge our defeats, we can never move forward. I think you will find that in many instances, my defeats were more educational than my victories. When you reach the end, my hope is that you will have begun the journey that I began when I was twenty-six. All your life will be before you, with mountain after mountain awaiting you to place your flag firmly on their summits. 

But this is all in the future. The only thing you must do now is start. 

So, what’s stopping you?





one

Success Starts with Self-Esteem

Over the course of a single school year my teacher slapped me forty-four times. I know because I counted them. Forty-five years later, I can still remember each one. Sometimes I was slapped for talking to the child sitting next to me; other times it was for not knowing the answer to a question. Whatever the cause, the physical punishment, designed (I suppose) to incentivize me to pay attention, produced the opposite. I fell further behind in my schoolwork, crippled by the agonizing fear that I was stupid and no good. Other children answered incorrectly, but they weren’t slapped. Other children talked when they should have been listening, and they weren’t slapped either. Why was I singled out?

Kids, like predators, can always spot the easy target. Throughout my grade-school years, I was frail, short, and painfully shy—it was like I was made to be teased and bullied. The snide remarks in the hallways between classes would eventually turn into lobs of spit, then pushes and punches outside of school. One incident remains seared in my brain: As I was riding my bike home from school one afternoon, two punks jumped me. One of them, demanding my bike, flashed a knife in my face, saying, “This blade is hot for you.” I handed over the bike and ran home in tears.

As a result of the bullying I experienced at the hands of teachers and other kids, I withdrew even further into myself. I believed their taunts. I believed that I was less than them. Over time, my shyness turned into crippling anxiety. The very thought of speaking to anyone produced in me such torrents of fear that I could rarely get a word out in front of anyone. I had zero friends. At night, my body would react violently to this mental anguish with bouts of vomiting that lasted until morning. I would cry myself to sleep, painfully aware that I had no control over any part of my life.

My home should have been my sanctuary from this abuse, a place where I could release the pressures of my school day with my family—we lived in a wonderful neighborhood, and our apartment was grand by most standards—except that my parents were ill-prepared to understand my problems, much less able to solve them. I don’t say this to criticize them. They were not responsible for the ailments that plagued me as a child any more than they were responsible for what I endured at school. My father, a serious, disciplined man who immigrated to France from Greece, focused exclusively on my academic performance. About once a month, he would sit me down and lecture me on the importance of my studies. For him, my problems at school were my fault because I wasn’t working hard enough. School had always come easily to him, a self-made man who, as a young person, had devoted himself to his studies and then, as an adult, devoted himself to his work. He was (and is) massively successful in the world of business. But instead of inspiring me, my father’s success loomed like a shadow over everything I did—or, more often, failed to do. I believed from a young age that I lacked the qualities that made my father such a success. 

My mother did her best. She would stay up with me during my bouts of nausea to comfort me, frantically worrying why I was sick all the time. She was unable to connect my frequent illnesses with my mental suffering. Like me, she felt helpless. For a family that seemingly had everything, no one had any answers for me. None, at least, that helped. At night, alone in my bed, the dam holding back my emotions would break, flooding my soul with waves of terror, hopelessness, and crushing shame. Then morning would come, and if I wasn’t so sick that I had to miss school, I would return to the classroom and the hallways, where the teachers and my peers reminded me that I was weak and stupid, and the vicious cycle would repeat. Again and again. 

I wasn’t even a teenager and already I had decided that I was a failure. 

The Crystal Ball of Self-Esteem 

Self-esteem, properly defined, is how we value ourselves. It is also a self-fulfilling prophecy. When we believe we are bad at something, we avoid it; we don’t push ourselves, and, critically, we give up easily. When we believe we are good at something, we turn our focus on it; we commit to practicing it, and we push ourselves to get better. In my own life, nowhere was this more evident than in my love for tennis. I discovered the game at the age of four when my parents took me to their club and stuck a small racket in my hand. With this new toy, I whacked the balls over a tiny net designed for children. I showed talent even then. The years went by and my love for the game only grew. Between the ages of seven and twelve, I would gorge myself on the French Open, which was the only tennis shown on television at the time. In the evening, after the day’s matches, I would head to the garden below our apartment and play with a plastic racket and rubber ball, just hitting it against a wall for hours. Well, it was a wall, but in my head, in my dreams, I was pulling off perfect forehands and stupendous backhands against the world’s best—Björn Borg and John McEnroe especially.

As I got older, tennis became more than a sport for me. It was an oasis. On the court, I forgot all my problems. It was the only place where I acted and moved with confidence. I knew  I was good because I could beat all the best players my age. The court was also the only place where I had friends. I would play against anyone. When I won, I was filled with joy. When I lost, I was devastated. I was dead. I would cry for hours afterward. But these tears weren’t the same as the ones that plagued me after a bad day of school. This was sadness born out of self-esteem; I knew I could do better. I believed in myself on the court. I didn’t have this feeling anywhere else in the world—and I clung fiercely to this one bit of joy and purpose. If I had been allowed, I would have spent every waking moment on the court. Playing or practicing, it didn’t matter. I poured all my energy and effort into this obsession.

Many years later, when I finally stepped onto the court as a coach, I brought with me the memories of a childhood that had been defined by self-doubt and shame, which provided me with insight into understanding my players’ troubles on the court.

*

I had known one of my first players, whom I’ll call Anna, since she came to my tennis academy at the age of nine. She had great talent and was showing a lot of promise in her game, though she was still very young. By eleven, Anna was the number one player in France in her age group, due in no small part to her ultra-aggressive style. But then, over the next few years, her game declined, and she dropped precipitously in the rankings. After one particularly devastating defeat, I sat down with Anna and her father, who was also her coach. Looking at Anna, I could see she was clearly in distress. While she was upset from the defeat, she also seemed to have lost that incredible spark and energy that had made her such a fearless player. Now, I noticed, she was scared, and though no one had yet said anything, I knew that Anna’s self-esteem was shattered. She no longer believed she was good enough for her dreams. 

Her father got straight to the point: “I don’t know what to do with her anymore. She doesn’t listen to me. She is undisciplined. I leave her with you.” Then he got up and walked out, leaving Anna and me in a cold silence. She began to cry.

Her father had been Anna’s only coach. He had done an incredible job with her raw talent, but he seemed at a loss now that she was struggling to get over the next competitive hurdle. Sitting there, hearing her father-coach, and watching Anna closely, it was clear to me that he was part of the problem. He dearly loved her, but he was unable to assign any blame to himself for her struggles because then he would have to accept that he couldn’t help her. By putting all the blame on Anna, he was contributing to his daughter’s anxiety and shame. Coaches who blame players will never get the best out of them; good coaches blame themselves for failing to find solutions to help a defeated player. Anna had lost more than her self-esteem; she had lost her serenity.

I took over Anna’s career then and there.

“Anna,” I said, looking straight at her, “let’s meet on the court at nine tomorrow morning.”

My immediate goal for Anna was simple: bring back her self-esteem by restoring her love for the game. Her string of defeats, combined with her father’s criticisms, had drained Anna of her passion. Tennis had become a grueling chore for her, as it would be for anyone who didn’t believe they were good enough to compete. The reason players suffer through the long training sessions is because they know they belong among the elite. Anna needed to remember that about herself.

Other coaches might have started by trying to “correct” Anna’s technical skills. But when someone is struggling with self-esteem, focusing on their mistakes will only depress them further. My task this early in our relationship was to reignite her self-esteem and help her believe she belonged on the court. I knew that Anna loved hitting the ball hard. It brought her such pleasure to whack that ball as hard as she could. So, after doing some quick technical work to improve her racket skill, I would just feed her balls that she could hit, all the while complimenting her power.

When we’re stuck in a moment of low self-esteem, the best way to dig ourselves out is by doing things we are good at. With Anna, I went back to basics. I learned what she had first loved about tennis—hitting the ball hard—and focused on that aspect. In effect, I was telling her: See? You’re so good at it. I didn’t put any pressure on her by criticizing her; I didn’t send her immediately into matches that tested her ability. My sole focus was to remind this talented teenager that she was once a little girl who just loved hitting the ball hard. In a similar way, when you find yourself at a low point in your life, go back to the simple joy that first fueled you. Don’t complicate it! Strip away everything except the most basic element of your passion. Work on that element, again and again. 

For Anna, focusing almost exclusively on what she loved worked. Rather quickly, her smile came back. In between practice sessions, I didn’t overwhelm her with tennis talk. Instead, I took an interest in her life outside tennis. I wanted her to see me as a trusted friend, someone in whom she could express her true self: her fears, her frustrations, her joys, and her regrets. I could tell that part of her low self-esteem originated with the social isolation she had felt while training with her father. The moment a player begins to bear the brunt of their coach’s frustration, that player will retreat inside their head. They won’t express their true feelings lest they upset the coach. The special bond between player and coach is then broken: The coach can no longer reach the player, and the player begins to hide from the coach. This is what happened with Anna and her father. As the defeats mounted and her father’s frustration grew, Anna had withdrawn mentally and emotionally. 

To avoid this same predicament, I made a point of sending Anna long text messages at the end of every day. In these messages, I would thank her for everything she had achieved so far. I would commend her for the growth she was showing in her game, and I would express my gratitude for being able to work with her. It doesn’t take much to boost a person’s self-esteem. In Anna’s case, my purpose with these messages was also to show her that she wasn’t in this alone. I was with her, every step of the way. I would share in her struggles, in her defeats, and in her growth. We were a team.

I still had a long way to go with Anna, but by pursuing these simple steps to rebuild her self-esteem, we had established a firm foundation on which we could begin the next phase of her growth. 

Belief Makes Champions

Belief is just the beginning. When our self-esteem is high, when we truly believe we will get a positive outcome, we then work with purpose, focus, and enthusiasm. Self-esteem drives our determination. 

I met Holger Rune when he came to Mouratoglou Academy at the age of thirteen. For those first few years, the young Dane worked with members of my team, but he and I didn’t start working together until he was nineteen. Entering the 2022 season, Holger was ranked around No. 100 in the ATP (Association of Tennis Professionals) rankings. He jumped to No. 30 after winning a tournament in Munich but then dropped seven straight first-round matches that summer. He was at the end of this difficult stretch when he asked me to coach him. At the time, I officially was coaching Simona Halep, but she unfortunately had been suspended over a positive drug test (more on that later). The suspension allowed me to work with Holger and try to get him out of his slump. 

I knew I could help Holger, but it would take some time to right the ship. Holger, whose best and worst trait is his impatience, wasn’t having it. 

“I want to win the next three major tournaments,” he said. “By the end of that I should be in the top ten.”

I could have laughed in his face. I certainly admired the young man’s confidence and was happy to see that his string of defeats hadn’t dented his self-esteem, but tennis success hinges on momentum—the drive and enthusiasm you take from one tournament to the next—and any expert opinion would say that Holger was clearly aiming too high.

Of course, I said none of this to him. I might have thought he was unrealistic, but I love a good challenge, and Holger had just dropped a giant one at my feet. I couldn’t say no. 

“OK,” I replied. “Let’s get going.” 

Over the next three tournaments that fall, Holger reached the finals in all three and won two of them. During the Paris Masters in November, Holger defeated five top-ten players in a row, setting a record. He then set another when he defeated Novak Djokovic in the final, becoming the youngest player to win the tournament since Boris Becker in 1986. After Paris, Holger was ranked in the top ten, having won fifteen of his past sixteen matches.

When one witnesses a run like that, it is very difficult to remain cynical. The focus that Holger put into his training during his incredible run of tournament finals was made possible only because he believed he could attain his goal. What makes it even more astounding is that Holger had every reason to question his own game. 

But the defeats didn’t lower Holger’s self-esteem; they raised his focus. And this is why self-esteem forms the foundation for success. We don’t achieve our goals simply by believing we can. We achieve them because our belief makes us focus on the task at hand. We will never work hard for something if we don’t have faith in ourselves. 

Finding That One Thing

In a childhood mostly bereft of dreaming, tennis became my big dream. On the court, I was a different child. I was confident and passionate, and I played to win every time. I never felt as if I didn’t belong on the court. On the court, I could unleash my anger and frustration and show the world—or at least my opponent—that I was somebody, that I mattered. On the court, my paralyzing shyness disappeared. On the court, my sickly, frail body would outlast those of my opponents. Through tennis, I was able to overcome, if only for a short time, all my physical and mental deficiencies. Though my mind struggled with schoolwork, it was able to look at a tennis court and see the geometry of the game. Tennis is math, after all, where angles, position, speed, momentum, and gravity all play their part in the stunning symphony of the game. 

Even if I didn’t know it at such a young age, I had found my “one thing”—the passion of my life, the source of whatever self-esteem I possessed. No one slapped me on the court. No one spit on me on the court. On the court, I was feared. On the court, for the first time, I believed in myself. I had self-esteem. 

I am fortunate to work in an industry and with players who have found their own “one thing.” All of us share a passion for tennis. All of us want to reach the top of the profession at some point in our careers. We have all given ourselves wholly to our craft. 

As we begin this journey in which you are your own coach, your first step is to start building your self-esteem. How? By identifying your “one thing.” 

All your life, you have known that this “one thing” has the ability to draw from you your absolute best. No matter what others have said—parents, friends, teachers, colleagues, bosses—you understand that nothing elicits a greater degree of sheer passion than this “one thing.” Your “one thing” doesn’t have to be your purpose or vocation, nor does it need to be your “only thing.” Indeed, you might be just starting out in life, in which case this exercise can be as simple as finding an activity in which you excel that helps you build your self-esteem. I’m talking about returning to (or finding) that one thing that brings you genuine joy and elicits your best effort. By practicing it, whatever “it” is, you will build your self-esteem. You will build faith in yourself. As a child, I found solace and joy in whacking a rubber ball against the garden wall with my tiny plastic racket. Anna rediscovered joy in doing much the same. Today, as an adult, I still do it—the racket is bigger and the wall is now an opponent, but I still receive the same solace and joy. I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that this one thing I can do. 

In any case, all I’m asking you to do is think about your passion. Write it down; stare out the window and daydream about the joy you had in doing it. As a child, before bed, I remember thinking about all the great shots I had made that day. I remember how such a simple act of dreaming made me feel so good. I want you to feel that fire in your belly; I want you to get excited. We are so conditioned to be “realistic” that the minute we start to daydream, a little voice whispers, “Stop being so childish.” Tell that voice to go away. Remember, we’re not doing anything other than thinking about your one thing. Besides, people who succeeded never listened to all of those who told them they will never make it.

I’m asking you to do this little exercise for one reason: because it feels good to think about your one thing. It builds your self-esteem when you imagine what you can be doing. It also is therapeutic to lose yourself in a momentary daydream about living your passion. You can never go back to your child self, the one for whom the whole world was wide open. That child didn’t know shame or self-doubt. That child worked tirelessly to master specific goals: walking, talking, thinking. When that child failed, the child didn’t even know it. That child simply tried again. Thinking about your one thing is the closest you can get to that childlike mentality of endless possibilities and limitless perseverance.

Along these lines, there is another technique I want you to try. At the end of our practice days, I would send Anna a text message describing all the things she had done well that day. I kept these little notes 100 percent positive. Even if she had a terrible day, I avoided any criticism. The reason is that we need to reprogram our brains to stop dwelling on the negative and focus on the positive. As I tell my players, never watch the full replay of a match that day; just watch the highlights. Why? Because feeling good about our performance is so much more helpful than feeling bad. Yes, defeats can be educational. But nothing is more important for our long-term performance than a high level of self-esteem.
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