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Lifestyle challenges and mental health of professional tennis
players: an exploratory case study
Saul J. Shrom a, Jennifer Cumming a,b and Sarah-Jane Fenton b,c

aSchool of Sport, Exercise and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK; bInstitute
for Mental Health, University of Birmingham, Birmingham, UK; cSchool of Social Policy, University of
Birmingham, Birmingham, UK

ABSTRACT
The professional tennis tour lifestyle has become increasingly
difficult over time. Although the financial strain of tour life has
been identified [International Tennis Federation. (2017, March 30).
ITF pro circuit review. https://www.itftennis.com/procircuit/about-
pro-circuit/player-pathway.aspx], there is a gap in our
understanding of the additional lifestyle challenges that
professional players face and the potential impact these have on
their progression and mental health. Adopting an exploratory
case study methodology [Yin, R. K. (2017). Case study research and
applications: Design and methods. Sage.], with “Behind the
Racquet”, a social media platform aimed at raising awareness of
professional players’ challenges as its case, and theoretically
underpinned by [Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human
motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–396.] hierarchy of
needs, this study aimed to gain a contextual understanding of
these challenges. Using “Behind the Racquet” as the data source
provided a unique opportunity to gain authentic, self-reported
experiences from a hard-to-reach population. The sample
consisted of 65 professional players (33 males, 32 females; age
range = 18–46 years; mean age = 27.34 years) from 28 different
countries. Players achieved varying levels of success, including
being Grand Slam and Olympic champions, ATP, and WTA Top 10
players, and within and outside of the world’s Top 100. Findings
illustrated physical and mental fatigue, financial imbalance of the
professional system, the social and psychological impact of living
a nomadic existence, the weight of expectation, structural-caused
instability, and mental illness as key challenges that players
experience on the professional tour. These challenges, which
inhibit players’ ability to meet basic needs on each level of
[Maslow, A. H. (1943). A theory of human motivation.
Psychological Review, 50(4), 370–396.] hierarchy of needs, pose
concerns to both players’ progression on tour and their mental
health.
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Each year, thousands of tennis players from around the world compete against each other
on the professional tennis circuit (International Tennis Federation (ITF), 2020). However, as
the most recent ITF Pro Circuit Review has highlighted (ITF, 2017), their pursuit of success
is not without obstacles. Most notably, there is a considerable financial imbalance on tour,
with the top 1% of players having earned 60% and 51% of the prize money distributed on
the men’s and women’s tours in 2013, respectively, and only 1.8% of male and 3.1% of
female players earning a profit (ITF, 2017). This leaves most players competing on the pro-
fessional tour1 in varying degrees of financial debt and in danger of prematurely ending
their professional pursuit due to an inability to fund the extensive costs. Further, the time
taken from earning one’s first professional ranking to reaching the world’s Top 100 has
increased from 3.7–4.8 years (men) and 3.4–4.1 years (women) from 2000 to 2013 (ITF,
2017), and even further to 5 years (men) and 4.9 years (women) by 2017 (ITF Global
Tennis Report, 2019), suggesting that additional challenges are at play making the pro-
fessional tennis tour an increasingly difficult environment to thrive in. While research
has identified lifestyle challenges of professional athletes in other sports (Battochio
et al., 2009, 2016; Gordin, 2016; Moore, 2016; Noblet & Gifford, 2002; Ryba et al., 2016;
Schinke et al., 2012), we do not yet sufficiently understand the specific challenges (in
addition to the identified financial ones) faced by tennis players in their lifestyle on the
professional tour (i.e., lifestyle challenges), nor how these potentially impact upon their
mental health and wellbeing. Whilst there is existing literature into players’ transitions
into professional tennis (Jensen, 2012; Pummell, 2008), the knowledge base around life-
style challenges from these studies is minimal and would benefit from more diverse
samples, involving players of both sexes and from a range of nationalities. With regards
to mental health and wellbeing, there is limited research to date exploring this area in
professional tennis (e.g., Carrasco et al., 2013). In addition to adding depth to the aca-
demic literature, investigating players’ lifestyle challenges and their impact on mental
health and wellbeing can help to inform aspiring players’ preparations for a professional
career from both a performance and mental health standpoint.

Understanding the challenges that professional tennis players face on tour is important
not just for performance reasons, but for mental health and wellbeing reasons. The devel-
opmental period in which tennis players, and athletes in most disciplines, generally reach
their peak performance overlaps with the peak onset of mental health disorders in the
general population (Jones, 2013). It is estimated that 75% of mental health disorders
are established by the age of 24 (Kessler et al., 2005). When this sensitive developmental
period is combined with the unique stressors (i.e., competitive, organisational, and per-
sonal) that athletes experience in high-performance environments (Sarkar & Fletcher,
2014), elite athletes may be at an increased vulnerability to mental illness compared to
the general population (Gucciardi et al., 2017). To date, research on mental illness
within elite sport has reported prevalence rates between 17% and 47% (Foskett &
Longstaff, 2018; Gouttebarge et al., 2017; Gulliver et al., 2015; Schaal et al., 2011),
which are comparable, and in some cases, higher than the general population rates for
young adults estimated to range between 19% and 26% (Australian Bureau of Statistics,
2007; Education Policy Institute, 2018; Mental Health Foundation, 2016). While it has not
been substantiated that elite athletes experience higher prevalence of mental illness than
the general population, the environmental challenges and age-related risk factors they
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experience during their sporting careers makes mental illness within the elite sporting
world a cause for concern.

The increased focus on mental health within elite sport in recent years is also reflected
in position and consensus statements published by major sporting organisations includ-
ing the International Society of Sport Psychology (Henriksen et al., 2020a, 2020b; Schinke
et al., 2018) and the International Olympic Committee (Reardon et al., 2019). With con-
siderable research having been undertaken to attempt to quantify and classify the
nature and prevalence of mental illness within sport (Gorczynski et al., 2017; Rice et al.,
2016), Henriksen et al. (2020a) recently argued for the importance of focusing on
mental health in addition to mental illness and conceptualising mental health as more
than simply the absence of mental illness. This argument aligns with Keyes (2005)
definition of mental health as being free of mental illness and flourishing with high
levels of emotional, psychological, and social well-being2, as well as Keyes’ (2002; 2005)
dual continuum model which views mental health and mental illness as two distinct
but related dimensions existing on two separate continua. The model provides a holistic
understanding of mental health (Iasiello & Agteren, 2020; Uphill et al., 2016) by concep-
tualising flourishing (i.e., high levels of mental health) as being made up of three distinct
types of wellbeing (i.e., emotional, psychological, and social), as well as demonstrating
how athletes can experience high or low levels of mental health, while simultaneously
experiencing either high or low levels of mental illness.

Theoretical underpinning

To explore challenges experienced by professional tennis players, the present study
adapted an established theory – Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs – and used it as an
innovative theoretical framework and approach within the sport psychology discipline.
The theory continues to be relevant decades after its inception, informing research and
applied practice in diverse fields such as education, medicine, and business (e.g.,
Benson & Dundis, 2003; Hale et al., 2019; Jerome, 2013; Milheim, 2012). As a classic
theory of motivation, Maslow (1943) posited that four basic sets of needs (i.e., physiologi-
cal, safety, love and belonging and esteem) must be satisfied for individuals to be motiv-
ated to reach maximum human potential (i.e., self-actualisation). While most often visually
represented as a pyramid with higher-order needs dependent on lower-order needs, the
importance of each level of needs varies from person to person and is not a rigid hierarchy
as originally conceptualised (Maslow, 1987). Instead, these need levels are more flexible
and dynamic, based on contextual factors and individual differences. Thus, this theory
is more recently understood as a group of coexisting needs to be satisfied instead of as
a hierarchy, with people able to experience higher needs even if the more basic ones
are not met.

Only limited sport research has adopted Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) as a moti-
vational framework (e.g., Andrew et al., 2016; Homan, 2021; Nikitina, 2021). But, we
propose that it would enable a holistic view of the challenges faced on tour by pro-
fessional players and be well-suited for exploring their mental health and wellbeing. In
support, in their study analysing over 60,000 participants across 123 countries, Tay and
Diener (2011) found universal needs aligned with Maslow’s theory to increase subjective
wellbeing regardless of cultural differences. Further, Crandall et al. (2020) found Maslow’s
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theory to partially predict and explain baseline rates and changes in adolescent depress-
ive symptoms. Despite this, Maslow’s theory has not yet specifically been applied to
understanding athlete mental health. Adopting this theory would provide an insightful
look at how the satisfaction or lack thereof of basic human needs can impact both
players’ progression on tour and their mental health and wellbeing. The hierarchy of
needs also offers a guiding framework for developing interventions to support the well-
being of professional players through a holistic consideration of their needs and by
acknowledging multiple concurrent threats to them (Hale et al., 2019).

Study aims

The present study aimed to provide a detailed, contextualised understanding of the life-
style challenges that professional tennis players face on the professional tour and the
potential impact these challenges have on their mental health. This was the first study
to investigate the lifestyle challenges of the professional tennis tour within a diverse,
international sample. Additionally, it makes a unique theoretical contribution by provid-
ing a novel application of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs to the sport psychology
discipline.

Methods

Design

This study was underpinned by an interpretivist approach consisting of a relativist ontol-
ogy and a subjectivist epistemology (Sparkes & Smith, 2014). It adopted an exploratory
case study methodology (Yin, 2017), an approach selected to gain rich insight (Cooper
et al., 2019) into a previously understudied area. The case study consisted of a single hol-
istic case: Behind the Racquet (BTR) (2021), a social media platform aimed at raising aware-
ness of the challenges that tennis players face on the professional tour. BTR as a case
study offered unique opportunities for research into the voice of players, being an auth-
entic, self-reported platform of players’ professional experiences (Paulhus & Vazire, 2007).
The case study was bounded to understand the challenges that professional players face
in their lifestyle on tour. The units of analysis were individual players who contributed to
the BTR platform. Theoretically underpinned by Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs, the
study looked to understand the extent to which players’ basic needs were met amidst
the challenges they face on the professional tour. With the first researchers’ background
in tennis, a reflexive approach to the data analysis process was used (Braun & Clarke,
2019).

Data collection

Self-reported narrative data was collected via blog posts from professional tennis players
who contributed to BTR. Given the competitive nature of professional tennis, these types
of vulnerable narratives are rarely shared, making them an invaluable data source, as well
as the case study unique. The data provided an excellent opportunity to gain a self-
reported understanding of professional tennis players’ lifestyles, and as such, best

4 S. J. SHROM ET AL.



answered the study’s research questions of “What challenges do professional tennis
players face in their lives on the professional tour?” and “What type of impact do these
challenges have on players’ mental health?”.

Blogs provide access to hard-to-reach populations from which the researcher is either
geographically or socially removed from (Mann & Stewart, 2000; Wilson et al., 2015), while
offering an authentic, publicly available, low-cost and instantaneous way of collecting a
considerable amount of data with the transparency of a built-in audit trail (Hookway,
2008; Moravcsik, 2014). The use of blogs in academic research is becoming increasingly
common (Kurtz et al., 2017; Wilkinson & Thelwall, 2011) with growing support for its
use for data collection purposes in qualitative research in health (Wilson et al., 2015)
and sport (Brown & Billings, 2013; Kavanagh et al., 2016). Ethical considerations of blog
use, such as informed consent and the public or private nature of information, are increas-
ingly important as they become amore common data source for academic research (Kurtz
et al., 2017; Wilkinson & Thelwall, 2011). In the present study, the Association of Internet
Researchers’ (AoIR) recommendations (Ess et al., 2002; Markham et al., 2012) were fol-
lowed, which considers blogs as public webpages that can be viewed by anyone (as com-
pared to a private chatroom) and explained that “the greater the acknowledged publicity
of the venue, the less obligation there may be to protect individual privacy, confidential-
ity, right to informed consent, etc.” (Ess et al., 2002, p. 5). As informed consent does not
apply to published material (e.g., newspapers) and sending participation requests to
players who had already consented to sharing their narratives to a popular platform
like BTR seen as potentially intrusive (Snee, 2013), it was not deemed necessary to
obtain additional consent to use these blogs for research purposes. Nonetheless,
consent to use the platform (whilst publicly available) was still sought from the
founder of BTR (N. Rubin, personal communication, 16 July 2019). Additionally, to
ensure trustworthiness of the posts, the first researcher liaised with the platform’s
creator to confirm validity checks were in place for the posts selected for inclusion.

Sample

Of the 115 posts uploaded between 19 January 2019 and 31 March 2020, 66 were selected
for analysis according to the following inclusion criteria: (a) the post shared players’
experiences unique to their professional career; and (b) the post illustrated experiences
which had a psychological impact on the player. The dataset included experiences of
65 professional players (one player had two separate posts), of which 33 were male,
and 32 were female. Further details of the sample are provided in Table 1. A wide
range of achievement levels existed across the dataset, ranging from Grand Slam and
Olympic champions to players within the Association of Tennis Professionals (ATP) and
Women’s Tennis Association (WTA) Top 10, and those within and outside of the ATP
and WTA Top 100.

Data analysis

Data was analysed inductively using reflexive thematic analysis, a flexible process where
researchers generate patterns of meaning within their dataset through reflexive and
thoughtful consideration of their data (Braun & Clarke, 2019). This approach was
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adopted due to the exploratory nature of the case study, which aimed to gain a contex-
tual understanding of the beliefs, thoughts, and experiences of professional players. In
line with the phases of thematic analysis (Braun et al., 2016), the first author began the
analysis process by reading and familiarising themselves with the data before embarking
on the initial coding process. NVivo 12 was used to organise and code the data. The entire
dataset was coded before the codes were subsequently grouped into initial themes. The
initial themes were presented to a group of researchers in the university’s sport psychol-
ogy department (including post graduate students and post-doctoral research fellows)
independent from the project where useful discussion on the analysis led to further adap-
tations to the themes. After this meeting, discussion amongst the authors of this paper led
to even further adaptations leading to six themes that more clearly represented how
players’ challenges on tour impact their ability to meet their basic needs (Maslow,
1943). Involving outside researchers was a collaborative process to help “develop a
richer more nuanced reading of the data, rather than seeking a consensus of meaning”
(Braun & Clarke, 2019, p. 594). The steps taken throughout this reflexive thematic analysis
led to prolonged engagement with the data and continual reflection and questioning of
assumptions that were made in interpreting the data (Braun & Clarke, 2019). For increased
trustworthiness of the data, a range of rich quotes were used to exhibit confirmability and
authenticity in the report of the findings (Cope, 2014).

The analysis was underpinned by the modern discussion on rigour in qualitative
research (e.g., Morse, 2015; Smith & McGannon, 2018). With the first author’s extensive
background as a tennis player, both at the collegiate and professional level, this
offered the opportunity to harness reflexivity in the analysis in order to complement

Table 1. Sample breakdown.
Age and sex
breakdown

Age descriptive
statistics Nationalities

Playing
status

< 21: N = 5

M: 1; F: 4

21-25: N = 20

M: 10; F: 10

26-30: N = 23

M: 11; F: 12

31-35: N = 14

M: 8; F: 6

36+: N = 3

M: 3; F: 0

Mean: 27.34
Range: 29
SD: 5.23

United States (20), Canada (4), France (4), Russia (4), Australia
(3), Germany (3), Great Britain (3), Croatia (2), Czech Republic
(2), South Africa (2), Argentina, Barbados, Belgium, Brasil,
Colombia, Egypt, Hungary, Israel, Italy, Japan, Netherlands,
New Zealand, Puerto Rico, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia,
Switzerland, Taiwan

Active: 56

Retired: 9
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and enhance the process. Reflexivity was described by Berger (2015) as turning the
researcher lens to oneself to recognise and take responsibility for one’s position within
the research and the effect this could have on the research process and outcome. Specifi-
cally, the first researcher involved “critical friends” who were post-doctoral researchers
who had no background in tennis, but expertise in qualitative research, and thematic
analysis specifically, to provide a sounding board for ideas and encourage potential
alternative explanations of the data throughout the analysis process. This proved particu-
larly vital at the stage where initial themes were developed and a discussion with the criti-
cal friends led to an alternative understanding of an important concept, which led to a
restructure of a key theme.

Results

In line with the study’s aims, data analysis led to a deeper and contextualised understand-
ing of the challenges that players face in their lifestyle as professional tennis players. Six
themes were developed in the analysis (i.e., Physical and Mental Fatigue, Financial Imbal-
ance of the Professional System, The Social and Psychological Impact of Living a Nomadic
Existence, The Weight of Expectation, Structural-Caused Instability and Mental Illness),
and these themes and their connection to the levels of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy are out-
lined below.

Physical and mental fatigue (physiological needs)

The weekly travel from one country to another, where players are confronted by different
time zones, cultures, foods, languages, and playing conditions, is a major challenge, which
leads to physical and mental fatigue and impedes players’ physiological need for rest
(Maslow, 1943). As Player 1 (male, French), a veteran of the professional tour, explained:

On one side I feel lucky to be able to travel around the world and see different cultures, and
on the other side it was just tiring. From New York to Tokyo and then Moscow, in one month,
it’s three different worlds that you have to get used to.

The fatigue which Player 1 explains is exacerbated by the professional tennis calendar,
which due to its short offseason, means players compete for eleven months of the
year. The relentless nature of this lifestyle is illustrated by Player 2 (female, Russian),
who explained:

The long year of tennis is exhausting. Other sports have two-three months off to use as a
break. I understand that other sports may push their players harder during the short
seasons but there is no way they are put in the same amount of stressful situations as
tennis players are.

Financial imbalance of the professional system (safety needs)

A financial imbalance exists in the professional system and this represents a major barrier
to its players. With players at the lower levels of the tour earning far less money than those
at the top, yet still personally responsible for the substantial costs of a professional career,
navigating a professional career becomes a monumental financial challenge. This impacts
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players’ safety needs (Maslow, 1943) by challenging both their financial and job security.
Indeed, the financial stress professional players experience on tour hangs like a dark cloud
over their professional existence, leading to doubt over the feasibility of their continued
involvement on tour. With the endless expenses of travel, accommodation, equipment
and other playing essentials, players must earn as much prize money as possible to
offset these costs. As illustrated by Player 3 (male, South African), the precarious nature
of this funding is a significant source of stress and leads players to questioning: (a) can
they afford to continue; and (b) is it worthwhile for them to do so:

The question always came up, “What am I doing?” I was going week to week, making two or
three hundred dollars. Then after taxes it was basically nothing. What am I doing with my life?
I am twenty nine now. I don’t have a degree…Other people around my age, who I went to
school with, have cars, house, etc… living the less stressful life. They see me and think that I
am living this glamorous lifestyle, playing at Wimbledon, but in actuality I was barely surviv-
ing paycheck to paycheck.

Despite considerable success at the entry level of the professional tour and amassing a
world singles ranking of 350, Player 3 was barely making ends meet and lacked the
financial stability that his friends outside of tennis enjoyed in their chosen careers. His
experiences exemplify the poor financial security that many professional players face
(safety needs; Maslow, 1943). As a result, they may need to rely on family for financial
support. It is not uncommon that the considerable financial resources needed to
support a professional tennis career leads to stress and financial difficulties for the
players’ families. As Player 4 (male, American) explained “It took a major toll, forcing
my family to take out multiple mortgages on the house… They sacrificed everything
for us to play tennis.” While the depths to which Player 4’s family went to fund their
son’s professional tennis career may seem extraordinary, it is not unusual for professional
players’ families to make major financial and lifestyle sacrifices for their children’s tennis
careers. Player 5 (male, French) noted:

My dad stopped working to travel with me full time. There was already pressure from not
being too wealthy and now my father wasn’t making money… There was a lot of pressure
on the whole family to also keep up with the expenses of travel…My mom switched jobs
and started to work at home so she had time to look after my brother by herself.

This example further magnifies the substantial sacrifices families make to help their chil-
dren reach their professional tennis dreams, in addition to highlighting questions over the
feasibility of such sacrifices. While Player 5 has reached the highest tier of the professional
game and is financially stable, most players are not as fortunate, and like Player 4, leave
the professional tour having spent much of their own and their family’s financial
resources.

The social and psychological impact of living a nomadic existence (love and
belonging needs)

The opportunities to play tournaments in all but one week of the calendar year and the
fierce competition to earn ranking points and prize money to move up the ranking system
and fund the costs of the professional tour are strong incentives for players to compete in
different parts of the world throughout the year. The resulting nomadic existence
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challenges players’ love and belonging needs (Maslow, 1943) by inhibiting their need for
sense of connection and friendship. Humans are a social species which require social
contact and support to survive and thrive (Seppala et al., 2013) and this contributes to
their social wellbeing (Keyes, 2005). Not meeting these needs in young adulthood
while embarking on a professional career can be particularly disorienting for players
and may therefore lower their mental health. As Player 6 (female, German) explains,
the constant travelling and inability to settle in a geographical location for an extended
period makes it difficult to maintain relationships and feel connected with others:

It’s hard to maintain relationships with a boy/girlfriend, with friends… it’s hard not to see
your family for long periods because you are rarely home. You miss out on important
things that happen in your friends’ lives. It’s your job to be on the road and play.

These relationship challenges affect players’ ability to nurture those key relationships that
they would otherwise rely on for valuable emotional support to counteract the challenges
they face on tour. It also leads to loneliness. While players at the highest level of the sport
like Rafael Nadal and Serena Williams are able to cover the travelling costs of numerous
members of their support networks to be on hand during tournament weeks, most pro-
fessional players cannot afford this luxury. As a result, these players embark on a year’s
worth of travel, often without members of their support network. Feelings of loneliness
were reported by a range of players, with some examples including: “traveling alone
was exhausting” (Player 7; male, American), “(I) spent almost a year alone on the tour
after that. I was so miserable.” (Player 8; female, French), and “Most people can understand
how alone you can feel on a tennis court, but as a tennis player there are moments when
you feel just as isolated off court.” (Player 9; male, American)

The weight of expectation (esteem needs)

The journey of becoming a professional tennis player is time-consuming, challenging and
includes numerous sacrifices from the player and their families. It is unsurprising that
when a player reaches the professional level, the weight of expectation to succeed can
negatively impact upon their esteem needs of feelings of achievement, recognition,
and status (Maslow, 1943). In turn, this may negatively impact on the players’ psychologi-
cal wellbeing. To remain on the professional tour, players must consistently achieve
results and earn the necessary ranking points to maintain or increase their world
ranking. This results-focused environment puts thousands of highly motivated and
capable players head-to-head and under immense pressure to achieve. This is seen
through the experiences of Player 10 (female, American), who broke into the Top 100
at the age of 20, and Player 11 (male, Canadian), who began a professional career after
being the number 1 ranked junior player in the world:

I broke into the top 100 for the first time and had some of my best results to date. Unfortu-
nately, that season changedmy expectations. I began to put a lot more pressure on myself…
my focus was on all the wrong things. I was so worried about defending/recreating the pre-
vious year I had, that I barely had a single productive practice. (Player 10)

Nobody truly expected me to be a contender for junior slams, so everyone was pretty sur-
prised that I made four finals, winning two of them in just a year. That obviously changed
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peoples’ perspectives. It was definitely a lot of pressure, having everyone expecting me to be
top 100 right out of juniors. (Player 11)

Because of the extensive sacrifices made by players and their families, players internalise
this pressure as a sense of responsibility to succeed, and it can be accompanied by a fear
of failure. Player 12 (male, American) explained:

To let down the people closest to me, my friends and family, is my most daunting fear. From
an early age I was pretty aware about how many lives I affected. How many people had to
sacrifice time, energy and money. The idea that it may not be worth it, or there might not
be a way to repay them, haunts me at times.

This quote highlights the depth of the responsibility Player 12 felt to succeed for those
who had already sacrificed so much for him. Player 13 (female, American) shared
similar thoughts when explaining the fear associated with not meeting her professional
career expectations:

If I wasn’t going to use my college degree to work towards financial independence, I needed
to make this endeavor worth it. My family helped me financially and my coach agreed to be
compensated with lunches after practice. There was constant fear on whether I would ever be
good enough to make it all worthwhile.

Another negative feeling that comes with carrying this weight of expectation is a loss of
enjoyment and this may lower emotional wellbeing (Keyes, 2005). This was seen with
Player 14 (female, American), who explained “I felt absolutely no thrill being on the
court. I didn’t want to compete and didn’t care if I practiced or not… I had no motivation,
no real desire to play, and I hated anything tennis related.” This is a powerful example of
how the wear and tear of sustained expectation throughout Player 14’s career took its toll
and led to a shift in their views about tennis. A similar experience was shared by Player 10
(female, American), who after struggling with the expectations she felt after reaching the
Top 100, shared, “I wasn’t enjoying any of the travel, training or competition. Tennis was
becoming more stressful than enjoyable, and it was affecting my whole life. I was disap-
pointed… for letting my results on the tennis court dictate my overall happiness.”

Structural-caused instability (esteem needs)

The structure of the professional tour creates an environment of instability that also
impacts on esteem needs. The lack of regular salaries or contracts on tour leaves
players dependent on achieving results to earn money. Further, the 52-week rolling
ranking system, where ranking points from more than 52 weeks prior are removed
from players’ point total, places a time-sensitive pressure on players to continually earn
results and maintain their spot within the professional system. The uncertainty caused
by the tour’s structure is the catalyst for two major challenges that players face on tour
and inhibits their esteem needs (Maslow, 1943) of status and recognition. It also leads
them to making choices that are not always in the best interest of their health and
wellbeing.

While injuries are an unfortunate reality of professional sport as a whole, the unique
structure of tennis makes time away from the sport a serious threat to one’s ability to
maintain a foothold within the system. Specifically, with no form of income, and the
risk of ranking points disappearing, players feel pressure to avoid missing time from
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injury and an urgency to return to play as soon as possible. The experience of Player 15
exemplifies the difficult choices made to minimise the time away from the tour:

I broke into the top 10 for the first time at St Petersburg in 2016. Then soon came Miami
where I got my first injury, which led to many others. A severe wrist problem came and I
tried to avoid surgery while playing for nine months. April 2017, I finally decided to get it
done. I was out for about six months and my ranking dropped to 350. Tennis is super
difficult because you never stay where you are. (Player 15; female, Swiss)

Player 15’s decision to play through injury for nine months in an attempt to maintain their
hard-earned top 10 ranking illustrates the stress surrounding taking time away from the
sport. In the Top 10, Player 15 has entry to the top tournaments in the world, earns sub-
stantial prize money and endorsement deals. However, lowering to 350 means signifi-
cantly decreased prize money and ranking points, as well as a threat to their status
(Maslow, 1943), which would require several weeks-worth of strong results to regain.

The instability caused by the professional structure also leads to players feeling under-
appreciated. With a tournament system where only one player is victorious each week,
the regularity of losing becomes commonplace and recent success gains prominence,
with past successes losing significance. These feelings were experienced by Player 12
(male, American), a former Wimbledon junior singles champion, who stated “the sport
has a way of making you feel irrelevant…with the likelihood of losing every week and
the forever expanding field of players, chances are if you were once talk of the town,
that will quickly diminish over time.” These feelings of irrelevance and change in status
relate to Player 16’s (female, American) frustration regarding the status that is given to
“winners”, and lack of appreciation of “losers”. Specifically, she explained: “Tennis puts
this stigma on losing to the point that only winners receive the platform to speak. It’s
truly sad that losers are barely acknowledged in a sport where defeat is an every week
occurrence.”

Player 16’s views point to further inequalities that exist on the tour; a small number of
players at the top of the sport’s structure are appreciated and given the ability to shape
the narrative of professional tennis through on-court interviews and increased media
opportunities, compared to the many lower-ranked players who are not given this oppor-
tunity. This leads to concern that a skewed image of the professional system is being por-
trayed to the public, one in which the experiences of the highest ranked players with their
financial security and other benefits are shared, and the realities of most players are not
represented.

Mental illness (self-actualisation)

Symptoms of mental illness associated with tour lifestyle challenges were a consistent
finding across the data. While there were many subclinical symptoms of mental illness,
there were additionally over 15% of players who explicitly reported experiencing
mental illness on the professional tour (e.g., anxiety, panic attacks, depression and
eating disorders). An example of this is seen in a quotation from Player 17 (female,
Puerto Rican):

There is trauma after winning something that major that pushes you flat on your butt… As I
becamemore upset I saw that depression was inevitable when it was tough to get out of bed.
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At one point you’re on top of the world and all of a sudden it ends and you just don’t know
what just happened. It’s like whiplash. I couldn’t find ways to motivate myself to play. I just
didn’t know what to do with myself. There are many times when all I wanted to do was cry
every day, in bed, in a dark room.

Another example is seen in Player 18 (male, American), who experienced panic attacks on
tour, one of which came after experiencing expectation-related stress of reaching the
world’s Top 100 and feeling antsy to return to play after managing nagging injuries.
They detailed their experience by describing:

It is now two weeks before my first French Open main draw. It felt as if I had no control of my
mind. I had a panic attack on my flight from Dallas to Paris. It was nine hours of some of the
most agony and pain I have ever felt. I thought that every breath I took could be my last. After
getting to Paris, I could barely practice. I would walk off the court immediately and hop into a
car to get back to my hotel. I just couldn’t function at all, not wanting to leave the hotel room.

Reflecting on the experience, Player 18 went on to say “I held it all in, not thinking much of
it. Everyone has adversities… As athletes you are always told to push through it, not
knowing what to deal with, until it’s too late.” Similar feelings were shared by Player 19
(female, American) who had experienced depression on tour for years and explained “it
can be difficult to show vulnerability in such a competitive, high stakes profession.”

These examples, as well as others from the dataset, highlight the powerful impact that
mental illness has on professional players’ lives both inside and outside of tennis. Mental
illness inhibits players’ ability to reach their full potential (i.e., self-actualisation; Maslow,
1943) on the professional tour.

Discussion

The present study aimed to gain a detailed, contextual understanding of the challenges
that professional tennis players experience in their professional tour lifestyles and
examine the impact these challenges have on their mental health. Analysis of a social
media platform provided access to an extensive range of self-reported experiences of pro-
fessional players and a deeper understanding of the professional tennis environment. The
study’s findings are in line with Sarkar and Fletcher’s (2014) assertion that elite sporting
environments consist of a range of competitive, organisational, and personal stressors.
Specifically, on the professional tennis tour, these include the weight of expectation (com-
petitive), financial imbalance of the professional system, the social and psychological
impact of living a nomadic existence, and structural-caused instability (organisational)
and physical and mental fatigue (personal). Collectively, these challenges represent bar-
riers to the satisfaction of key human needs (Maslow, 1943) and pose a risk to players’
mental health.

Challenges on the professional tour inhibit players’ ability to satisfy their needs on each
level of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy. At the physiological level, physical and mental fatigue
hindered players’ ability to meet their need for rest. At the safety needs level, the financial
imbalance of the professional system led to employment uncertainty and financial stress
impacting players’ job and financial security. Players’ love and belonging needs are
impeded through their nomadic existence which threaten their need for sense of connec-
tion and friendship. At the esteem level, players’ needs are impacted by both the weight
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of expectation and structural-caused instability of the tour challenging their needs for
feelings of achievement, recognition, and status. Finally, players’ self-actualisation is inhib-
ited due to existing mental illness issues on tour. The impact of tour challenges on players’
needs is illustrated in Figure 1.

Beyond impacting players’ ability to progress on tour, inhibited needs have impli-
cations for mental health. Not only did 15% of players within the sample explicitly refer
to experiencing mental illness, but the very challenges which players face on the pro-
fessional tour have known links to decreased mental health. For example, fear of failure
that players exhibited due to the weight of their expectation on tour is associated with
anxiety, depression, and eating disorders (Conroy, 2001; Lavallee et al., 2009; Sagar
et al., 2007). Additionally, there are known links between financial stress and poorer
mental health outcomes (O’Neill et al., 2005; Wadsworth et al., 2013), and research illus-
trating the impact of social support and connectedness on managing sporting and
non-sporting challenges and enhancing wellbeing (Bernat & Resnick, 2009; DeFreese &
Smith, 2014; Sheridan et al., 2014). Similarly, players felt pressure to stay on tour or
take minimal time away due to injury to avoid losing their rankings and their foothold
in the system. Although they did not specifically associate this structural caused instability
with their mental health, it is well established that injury is a sport-specific risk factor for
mental illness andmay negatively impact mental health including the players’ psychologi-
cal readiness to return to tennis (Haugen, 2022).

The present study’s findings illustrate a concerning picture. This is the first study to
examine the mental health challenges on the professional tour, and further research is
needed. A holistic approach to mental health like Keyes’ (2002; 2005) dual continuum
model can provide a more contextualised understanding of mental health and mental
illness on tour by recognising the importance of acknowledging players’ levels of both
mental health and illness. In an environment where the identified challenges of this
study exist, simply focusing on preventing mental illness prevalence will not do
enough to promote players’ emotional, psychological, and social wellbeing.

Figure 1. Impact of challenges on Players’ needs.
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The study’s findings also pose questions around the structural issues in professional
tennis. Most notably, the financial challenges players experience, which was partially
understood prior to this research (ITF, 2017), became increasingly apparent. Players’
daily existence on tour were directly affected by the financial challenges in professional
tennis. These findings beg the question: what steps can be taken by the ITF, ATP and
WTA to improve the financial situation on tour? After uncovering financial issues within
the sport in the ITF Pro Circuit Review (2017), the ITF restructured entry level tournaments
so that $10,000 and $15,000 events became $15,000 and $25,000 events, respectively.
However, adding $5000 or $10,000 to be spread across an entire lower-level tournament
may not be enough of a step in a sport where the top 1% of players on the men’s and
women’s tours were earning 60% and 51% of all prize money in 2013, and where 1.8%
and 3.1% of male and female players were earning a profit, respectively (ITF, 2017).
With prize money increasing at the highest level of the sport (i.e., Grand Slam events)
each year (Clarey, 2019), and the range of financial-related challenges identified through-
out the professional structure, there are important questions to be asked about the dis-
tribution of prize money in the sport and the implications this has on the livelihood of
players throughout the entire professional system.

While structural-related challenges are not directly within the control of professional
players, other challenges are within players’ control and provide an opportunity to
better manage on the professional tour. One of these challenges is managing the
weight of expectation that players experience. In line with achievement goal theory
(Nicholls, 1989), working on shifting players’ focus from a performance orientation
emphasising outperforming others and results to a mastery orientation emphasising
what is within players’ control like continual improvement, decision-making and effort
can lead to decreased anxiety, increased intrinsic motivation, positive affect, and basic
need satisfaction (Alvarez et al., 2012; Kipp & Weiss, 2013; Smith et al., 2007). This could
be complemented by developing the players’ ability to effectively self-regulate their
thoughts, emotions, and behaviours through psychological skills training. Further,
players can work to increase their ability to maintain relationships and connectedness
amidst their nomadic existence, as well as increase their financial literacy and discover
ways to generate alternative forms of income, develop budgets and find sponsorships
or fundraising opportunities to increase their opportunity on tour. The ATP and WTA
offer player development programs (i.e., ATP University, WTA Player Development
Program) which cover a range of topics, like media training, finances, tour lifestyle and
health and wellness to assist players adjust to the professional game. While these pro-
grams provide important opportunities for players to better prepare themselves for the
challenges of the tour lifestyle, they are only offered to players who have ATP or WTA
player membership and meet certain ranking requirements (i.e., ATP Top 200 singles or
Top 100 doubles, WTA Top 750 singles or Top 200 doubles) (ATP, 2021; WTA, 2021).
Courses like these could be extended to all full-time professional players across the
ATP, WTA, and ITF, as adjusting to tour challenges is not something that only players
ranked toward the top of the professional structure require. Regardless, whether
players enrol in official training courses or not, educating oneself on the challenges of pro-
fessional tennis and ways to manage these challenges is crucial to players’ development
from performance and mental health standpoints.
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Implications and future research

The findings of the present study have implications for players aspiring to play pro-
fessional tennis. Prospective professional players and their coaches, families and other
support networks can gain insightful information about the professional tour which
can assist the familiarisation and preparation processes for their professional careers.
These findings also strengthen the tennis literature by providing a contextualised under-
standing of the professional tennis lifestyle and challenges within the sport, which can be
used to inform future tennis research.

Future research can build on this study’s findings by investigating how players manage
the professional tour lifestyle challenges identified in this study. This can be done through
examining players’ transitioning experiences into the sport. Ideally, this research would be
longitudinal as a way to investigate players’ experiences as they are occurring. Future
studies should also look to better understand mental health in professional tennis,
taking a holistic approach (e.g., Keyes, 2002; 2005) to better comprehend the complexity
of the issue. Finally, while the data collection for this study took place before the COVID-
19 pandemic, the implications of the pandemic are likely to add to the challenges that
players experience on the professional tour. As a result, future research can look to inves-
tigate challenges professional players experienced as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

Limitations

While the present study offers important contributions to the literature, it is not without
limitations. First, the data was collected at a single time point rather than at various points
throughout the players’ careers. A longitudinal design would allow for an understanding
of whether identified challenges endured throughout players’ careers or changed over
time. Second, a strength of the study was having a sample that was diverse across
gender, achievement levels (e.g., participants included Grand Slam and Olympic cham-
pions, ATP and WTA Top 10, and players within and outside of the ATP and WTA Top
100), and evenly distributed amongst North America (n = 26) and Europe (n = 26).
However, a disproportionate amount of the sample (i.e., 30.8%) was from the United
States. Finally, while the data was collected from a rich data source, it is worth noting
that these are simply the lifestyle challenges represented from this dataset and other pro-
fessional players may experience different lifestyle challenges. Along similar lines, due to
the voluntary nature of the players’ participation on the platform, it may be that the
experiences described are not representative of those who choose not to share their
stories. Moreover, the nature of the dataset (i.e., blog posts) meant that it was not possible
for the researchers to follow up with probing questions that may have helped to reveal
connections between themes. For example, players discussed pressures experienced
when injured as “structural-caused instability”, which may also have implications for
their physical and mental health. Future research could compliment the findings of the
present study via alternative qualitative methods, such as using narrative research to
provide rich insights into the lived experiences of professional tennis players on tour.
Whilst blog posts also put players in the role as storyteller, narrative research can also
explore the interactions between how the players’ personal experiences unfold over
time and within a particular sociocultural context (Douglas & Carless, 2014).
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Conclusion

This study provided evidence of the range of challenges that professional players face in
their lifestyles on the professional tour, while highlighting the concern these challenges
pose to players’ mental health. Access to a hard-to-reach population for data collection
was gained through the use of a social media platform and data was analysed through
a novel application of Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs to the sport discipline. The
findings demonstrated the model’s relevance for understanding athletes’ performance
challenges and their implications on athletes’ mental health. In doing so, the study
adds empirical, theoretical, and methodological significance to the literature, in addition
to its applied potential of informing aspiring professional players and their support net-
works with vital information to assist in their professional endeavours.

Notes

1. In the present study, a professional tennis player was defined as someone competing on the
ITF professional tennis circuit, ATP Challenger Tour, or ATP/WTA World Tour.

2. Keyes (2002) defines emotional well-being as feelings of happiness and satisfaction with life,
psychological well-being as positive individual functioning in terms of self-realisation, and
social well-being as positive societal functioning in terms of being of social value.
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