10 Characteristics of a Great Competitor

By Pat Dougherty

One of the great luxuries of working for almost two decades in the IMG Academies environment has been the rare opportunity to witness so many world class athletes in a variety of sports, develop from young children into seasoned professionals. Andre Agassi, Monica Seles, Jim Courier, Tommy Haas, Maria Sharapova and so many more spent the majority of their developmental years at the Academy. Because the Academy has been such a hot bed of talent over the years, it is amazing how many families travel from all parts of the globe, in hopes of finding a magic “crystal ball” that enables us to see ten years into the future and determine whether their child has “what it takes” to achieve greatness. Other families seem to believe that because they have seemingly endless funds they are willing to invest into the project, we should be able to “wave a magic wand” and turn their child into a champion. Sorry to say, there are no crystal balls or magic wands that can do the trick. Even with the most talented youngsters, so much can happen in the many years of development required, that no one can guarantee with absolute certainty, who will become a champion and who will fail to achieve success.  Like the old saying goes, “there’s no greater burden than being labeled with natural talent and great potential.” All too often very talented players tend to take things for granted and fall short of everyone’s expectations, including their own.

While the Academy may provide the aspiring athlete with all the resources necessary to develop one’s full potential, it parallels what a library is to a student. Great students will spend 3 hours in the library and be very productive, taking full advantage of the opportunity to study and learn as much as they can. Average students may feel productive because they put in 3 hours at the library, when in reality, most of the time was actually spent daydreaming and talking to friends. 

Many average players seem to think that if they merely show up to practice each day and avoid getting reprimanded by their coach, then they’ve put in a good days work and that will be enough to achieve greatness someday. However, that effort is nothing more than average, which will yield only average results. Almost all players dream of someday achieving greatness, and wish it upon themselves. But only a select few are willing to put in a world class effort each day to develop their talents and make it happen. Remember, there’s nothing normal or average in the approach to becoming one of the best.

While those who go on to become champions are each unique individuals in so many ways, there are several distinct qualities they all seemed to share in common, that set them apart from the rest even at very young ages. Some excelled more than others in certain characteristics, but in general, as competitors, they were much alike.

I. Desire to Compete

To be a great competitor, athletes must love to compete and always be willing to put everything on the line. Players who don’t truly enjoy competition because of a fear of losing, will always struggle to reach their potential as competitors. Those who seem to always have an excuse for why they lost or didn’t play their best, never fully invest themselves in the battle and often give up long before it’s over. Great competitors put everything on the line, are not full of excuses and are accountable for how they perform, win or lose. 

Ivan Lendl has twin daughters that are both very successful young golfers. He says he has worked very hard from the time they could walk, encouraging his girls to be competitive. If they wanted a treat, Ivan would have them compete for it. His wife didn’t always agree with his approach, but his girls are now among the best in the country in their sport. He definitely feels that competitive behavior is learned and can be nurtured.

Even predators in the wild aren’t necessarily born with “killer instinct”. I recently watched a program on television about a Cheetah mother raising her cubs. When the litter was about 6 months old, the mother began introducing them to the skills required to fend for themselves as predators in the food chain. One day she brought back a very young Gazelle so the cubs could hone their skills of stalking prey. Watching the cubs in action, it seemed to be natural instinct for them to stalk, chase after and sweep the back legs out from under the gazelle.  Surprisingly, once the cubs had their prey down and in position for the kill, the cheetah cubs just let the Gazelle get up and run off. Each time the Gazelle would run, they would chase it down but never close the deal. Clearly, the stalk was more of a playful game to them.  They didn’t understand that these stalking skills and “closing the deal”, would someday determine whether they ate or went hungry. Eventually, by example, they learn “killer instinct”, once mom stops bringing home the meals and the cubs must feed themselves.

Encouraging healthy competitive behavior starting at a very young age may help teach a child to not fear competition but rather to embrace it as part of who they are. Praising them for giving their best effort at everything they do will not only foster their desire to compete, but motivate them to improve.  

II. Destiny to Achieve 

I remember interviewing Maria Sharapova when she was 9 years old. I asked if she had any role models she patterned herself after and she listed a few of her favorite players. These were players she looked up to and studied closely, to help her develop and define her own game. However, when I asked her if she wanted to become the next Graf or Seles, her answer was a resolute, “ No…I intend to be the first Maria Sharapova”. This was said not in an obnoxious or bragging way, but in a deeply rooted, confident manner. She truly felt destined to achieve greatness even at a very young age and no one was going to stand in her way. Many players of Maria’s caliber often answer such questions the same way. They don’t aspire to be anyone else, only in becoming the best they can, confident that their greatness may well surpass that any role models.

III. Love to Perform
Center court to a great competitor is like center stage to a great actor. It is the environment where they enjoy the opportunity to perform in front of a live audience and display their gifts and talents. The great ones feel no stage fright, only a few butterflies before going on stage. Great competitors love playing before a packed house and to have the spotlight focused on them. This shapes a mindset that allows them to perform at their best within a pressure filled environment. Players like Maria and Monica Seles compete with such an unusually high level of intensity, they are notorious for their primal screams and grunts on every shot.  It is almost their way of saying “look at me, watch what I can do”. Their competitive fire and intensity is what makes them so captivating to watch.

IV. Self-Driven Work Ethic
Most great players have such love for what they do, they don’t need to be pushed by anyone else to practice. Instead, it’s as if they can’t seem to get enough tennis to satisfy them. When they show up to practice, rarely do they just go thru the motions, giving less than their best effort. They come with objectives of what they want to work on and what they hope to accomplish that day. Often, practice isn’t over until those goals and objectives are met or even surpassed, no matter how many hours it takes. The great players expect more from themselves than any one else around them can demand. They don’t follow, they lead the way at everything they do.
V. Supremely Confident
Because of who they are and how they practice, great competitors possess a supreme level of self-confidence that fuels their match performances. They rarely fall victim to second guessing and self-doubt. Even when hitting shots that seem to defy the odds, there is never any doubt in their mind that they can execute. This extreme level of confidence helps them overcome and deliver, even in the most pressured situations. They not only expect to win, in their mind, they deserve to win every match, regardless of who they are playing. 

Their level of self-confidence is clearly evident in how they physically carry themselves and their on-court presence. They stand tall, walk with their head high, posture strong, appearing as if they are giant killers. During a point, these same qualities translate into a sturdy athletic foundation that serves as the building block of their strokes and movement skills.

VI. Fight for Every Point
All too often, average players may start strong and establish a lead in a match, only to drift off mentally and allow the opponent to climb back into the match. Even when playing points in practice, the great competitors fight for every point, as if it were life or death. They absolutely hate to lose even a single point and don’t tolerate giving anything away to the opponent. Great competitors can be defined by the quality of “never giving up until the fat lady sings.”  When they establish a lead, they are tenacious at holding on to the momentum and closing out the match quickly. As predators, they don’t tend to play around with their prey and risk losing control. They move in, make the kill and move on, much like the adult Cheetah. This mindset makes the great ones much more effective at maintaining high effort and intensity levels throughout the duration of battle.

VII. Analyze their Opponent
Great competitors understand that the challenge in competition is all about outplaying the opponent on the other side of the net. It is a challenge that requires planning and preparation in advance of the match. They rely on past experience from matches against that opponent to determine what the opponent likes to do and what they don’t like to do. They consider how the opponent has been playing lately and the strategy other players used against this opponent that might might have been successful. All this information is factored in before they ever step foot on the court. Especially against unfamiliar opponents, they pay close attention during the warm-ups, to gather as much pertinent information as they can. By the time the match starts, the great competitor knows what to expect and can effectively anticipate patterns of play, what the opponent’s tendencies will be under pressure and it helps them shape a winning game plan.. Through the course of a match, great players stay tuned in to the opponent’s emotional state and will do whatever they can to diminish the opponent’s level of confidence. They look to capitalize on every opportunity to attack True competitors don’t beat themselves up, they beat you up and are masters at getting you to self destruct. 

Average competitors tend to be far more self-absorbed in competition, often times almost oblivious about who they are playing. These players feel whether they win or lose it is all about how they played and the opponent hardly factors into the equation. Very little energy is focused on analyzing the opponent. Players, who are too self-absorbed in their match play, often beat themselves before the opponent has a chance to lose. Great competitors realize “it is more about who I’m playing than it is about me”, which takes some of the pressure off their skills and keeps them more tuned in to the battle at hand.

VIII. Act on Anticipation
      Based on their understanding of strategy, the knowledge they gain about their opponent and past experiences, great competitors develop a tremendous ability to anticipate the opponent’s moves.  By understanding what to expect in each situation, great competitors are quicker to react, quicker to recover, know how to best position themselves in the court and see opportunities developing a shot or two ahead of time. Often, average players hit a penetrating shot and sense that a weak response is likely, but don’t act on it until it actually happens thus the opportunity passes them by. The best competitors anticipate what’s coming, prepare for it and act in advance of it.

IX. Skilled at covering the court
Strategically, great competitors understand how recovery positions change with each shot direction and how their choice of shots affects their ability to effectively cover the court. When developing points, they most often choose shots that provide time to fully recover, to ensure they don’t leave open court for the opponent to capitalize. This forces the opponent to have to rely on combinations of shots and execute with greater precision, which generates more errors from the opponent.

From a movement perspective, great competitors put forth the effort and intensity required to react explosively as the ball comes off the opponent’s racquet, instantly recover from their own shots and move quickly enough to stay ahead of the pace of the rallies. Almost without exception throughout of the history of Tennis, the players with movement strengths above all other skills, are the ones who dominate. They are the most effective at covering, attacking and defending the court.

X. Resistant to being forced
Think of downhill skiing. The most advanced ski slopes are steep, loaded with moguls and sharp turns requiring skiers to have great control of their balance and be able to make sharp turns at high rates of speed. The “bunny slope” is relatively flat with no moguls or turns, designed for beginners who are easily thrown off balance and have very little control. So we could say, the more resistant they are to being forced off balance on skis, the better the skier. 

A tractor has a narrow wheel base and a high center of gravity. It is designed for high ground clearance over crops traveling at slow speeds. If you were to drive a tractor through a slalom course designed for a Ferrari, it wouldn’t take much speed to lose control and roll the tractor over on a turn. A Ferrari, which is built low to the ground with a wide wheel base and tight performance suspension, can travel the same slalom course at a high rate of speed and manage all the turns just fine. So, the difference in the design of a vehicle determines what is appropriate in terms of performance. 

Tennis is a performance sport that calls for a design for quickness, much  more like Ferraris than tractors. Similar to a Ferrari, great players establish a wide footwork base for explosive 1st step reactions and maintain a low to the ground foundation as they move and stroke for greater power, stability and control. Equivalent to a tight suspension, they establish a strong, well postured athletic foundation throughout play. These qualities make great players more resistant to getting forced off balance, like great skiers. Average players in Tennis tend to perform too much like tractors on a slalom course. 

Summary

This is certainly not an exhaustive list of every possible trait or quality you’ll find amongst great competitors and athletes will vary in terms of which characteristics they demonstrate most. As a parent or coach, understanding specific qualities to look for in young talent, may help you better assess a child’s potential and possibly, better nurture these characteristics in their development. If young players better understand the qualities it takes to become one of the best, they can better focus on developing these characteristics within themselves, even if it doesn’t come to them naturally. It is a major advantage for the kids who attend the Academy to be able to train side by side with some of their role models. To be in the same environment with top professionals every day and study how they train and conduct themselves, provides invaluable lifestyle and practice habits to pattern themselves after.

