
 

 
Top 3 At Home Mental Training Exercises  
 
By Larry Lauer, Mental Training Specialist, USTA Player Development 
 
With the time you have at home because of the COVID-19 pandemic, it may be easy to stop improving and lose focus. If 
you want to come back to tennis ready to play, because tennis will be played again, then you have to keep working. What 
this time does give you is time to work on other parts of your game (and your life for that matter). One of those areas is 
your mind. Often, players say, "tennis is 90% mental," but then they train the mind less than 30 minutes per week if at all. 
If you want to get better, you have to intentionally train your mind, AND you need to use these mental skills while 
practicing. 
 
What keeps us from training the mind? Typically, it is that we don't know what to do. It is a bit unclear how to train the 
brain, I agree. However, with some help, you can get started. This article will provide three of my favorite at-home 
mental training exercises.  
 
So, how do you get started? What is best for you? Who do you trust? These questions tend to freeze us, and we don't 
take action. No more. The time is now to action on your mental training. If you have been training the mind, kudos to 
you. Nonetheless, this article will give you new ideas to add to what you are doing already. Next are three skills I would 
have any junior tennis player practice daily. 
 

1. Practice breathing to become a master of refocusing: 
 
Mindful breathing – sit quietly, focus on breathing in the moment, and be non-judgmental of your 
thoughts.  Start in a distraction-free environment like your room. As you improve, you can conduct this exercise 
outside in a peaceful setting. Close your eyes and bring your attention to your breath. Breathe from your 
diaphragm slowly. Focus intently on your breath. Notice the sensations of inhaling through the nose and exhaling 
out the mouth. Pay attention to how the body cycles in air and sends out the toxins. As thoughts pass by, accept 
them and be non-judgmental. Notice the thought but try to let it dissipate and go away. Putting a value to it 
makes it more difficult to let it go. Let it be. Gently bring your focus back to your breath. Again, the goal is to 
practice staying in the moment without judgment.  

 
2. Practice visualization of your game to become more confident and ready to play when you play again: 

 
Visualization – this is where you create an imagined experience in the mind based on memory (past match or 
practice) or new, creative experience (rehearsing how you will play an opponent). Visualization is highly effective 
because when performed well, the brain does not truly recognize the difference between imagined and real 
practice. Again, this takes high quality visualization. Before starting visualization, make a plan for what you want 
to visualize. Keep in mind, visualization is more effective when you make it life-like. You can do this by adding 
senses to the visualization experience (sight, auditory, touch, feel, taste, smell). You begin with deep breathing 
for 2-3 minutes to create a present focus and then begin visualizing.  
 
Options: 

a. Visualize your purpose for the day. See and feel the success you are going to have in training (pre-

play) 

b. Playing your game (or vision of game) (can be a replay or imagined experience) 

c. Best matches from 2019-20/Highlights (replay) 

d. Mental rehearsal: How you will play in the next tournament (pre-play). The focus should be on your 

process goals as well as your game plan 

e. Dream tennis performance (e.g., winning a Slam) 



f. Adversity visualization – imaging situations that are tough and how you will respond to them. Make 

sure you have a clear plan on how you want to respond to the situation (e.g., breathe and believe) 

and also visualize how you will play effectively after using a routine response 

g. Replacement visualization – take a disappointing performance and imagine again but this time 

changing how you respond and then how you play in that situation 

h. Technical practice - Review tennis technique in your mind supports learning of the technique 

i. Favorite vacation or other relaxing memory - as a way to take a mental break, de-stress, and let go of 

concerns 

 
3. Set goals and journal so you feel progress, motivation, and confidence from this time at home: 

In the morning, set process (how-to train and perform) goals that will guide your focus for the day. Write them in 
a journal. For example, my three process goals could be, 1). run for every ball, 2). hit with depth by accelerating 
and hitting with spin, and 3). transition to the net and look for opportunities to move forward and use the volley. 
Visualize doing these three things successfully. Then, go to practice with those goals at the forefront of your 
mind. Each time you take a water break remind yourself of your goals. Then, at the end of the day reflect on how 
you did on these 3 goals. How did you improve? What's the next step? Are there more creative ways to work on 
these goals? Inspire yourself to be ready for the next day. 

 
If you want more ideas about mental training, go to the Player Development website and check out Compete like a 
Champion podcast! It's free: https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/compete-like-a-champion/id1450860560 
 
Be well and keep growing! 
 
Dr. Larry Lauer 
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