Taming the Chimp:
The Mental Game of Tennis for Players & Coaches

| recently reread The Chimp Paradox by Dr. Steve Peters and thought I'd put something
together that might help tennis players and coaches. The book offers a powerful framework
for understanding how our minds work under pressure, and as someone who works closely
with development and performance juniors, | see its relevance to tennis every day.

e The Chimp (Emotional Brain): Fast, instinctive, and emotional often reacting with
fear, frustration, or excitement.

e The Human (Logical Brain): Thoughtful, rational, and strategic allowing us to make
well-reasoned decisions.

e The Computer (Automatic Brain): A database of habits, experiences, and beliefs
storing responses that can be useful or detrimental.

As a coach, | see the Chimp in action every day, both in my players and in myself. The ability
to recognise and manage this emotional side of the brain is what separates great
competitors from those who let their emotions dictate their performances.

The Chimp in Tennis Players

Every player has encountered their inner Chimp on the court whether it’s throwing a racket
after a bad miss, freezing up in a tight match, or mentally spiralling after losing a lead. The
Chimp’s natural instinct is to protect us, but in tennis, this often means reacting emotionally
rather than logically.

How the Chimp Shows Up in Matches:

e Frustration and anger: After making unforced errors.

e Fear of losing: Leading to passive or overly aggressive play.

e Overreacting to opponent behaviour: Losing focus when faced with gamesmanship.

e Struggling with momentum shifts: Winning and losing streaks triggering emotional
swings.

How Players Can Manage the Chimp:

1. Recognise When the Chimp Is in Control: The first step is self-awareness. When
emotions spike, it’s usually the Chimp reacting. Players must learn to identify these
moments before they spiral.

2. Pre-Match Routines and Triggers: A structured warm-up, positive self-talk, and
mindfulness techniques help engage the Human brain before stepping onto the
court.

3. Breathing and Reset Strategies: Techniques like deep breathing, a between-points
routine, or focusing on the next ball help override the Chimp’s emotional response.

4. Training Under Pressure: Simulating match situations in practice (e.g., constraints-
led drills where players must win a game after being 0-40 down) strengthens the
Computer, making composed responses automatic.
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The Chimp in Tennis Coaches

It’s not just players who struggle with their Chimps, coaches do too. We've all had moments
where we felt frustration boil over when a player doesn’t listen, continues making the same
mistakes, or lets their own Chimp take control mid-match. Understanding our own reactions
is just as important as helping players manage theirs.

How the Chimp Shows Up in Coaches:

e Frustration when a player doesn't follow instructions.

o Impatience when progress is slow.

e Over-emphasising match results instead of long-term development.
o Reacting emotionally to a player's lack of effort or focus.

How Coaches Can Manage Their Chimp:

1. Self-Awareness: Recognising when emotions are influencing our coaching decisions
is key. Taking a step back before reacting allows us to engage the Human brain.

2. Staying Process-Oriented: Instead of getting frustrated at errors, we should focus on
the teaching moments and development over time.

3. Effective Communication: When a player is emotional, responding with logic often
won’t work. Acknowledging their frustration before offering solutions helps keep
them engaged.

4. Leading by Example: If players see a calm, composed coach, they are more likely to
model that behaviour.

Coaching Players to Manage Their Chimps

A big part of coaching is helping players develop the skills to regulate their emotions under
pressure. Just as we teach technique and tactics, we need to coach mental resilience.

Strategies for Helping Players Control Their Chimp:

o Teach players to separate emotions from logic: Ask them reflective questions: “Is
this thought helping or hurting you?”

e Use controlled adversity in practice: Create environments where players face
frustration but learn to respond productively.

¢ Help them build a strong Computer: Reinforce positive habits so their automatic
responses become productive, not destructive.

o Develop self-talk routines: Teaching players how to reframe situations (e.g.,
replacing “l always choke” with “I’'ve handled this before”) shifts mindset over time.
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Conclusion: The Coach’s Role in Chimp Management

Understanding The Chimp Paradox has transformed the way | approach coaching. Tennis is
an emotional game, and our job as coaches is to help players harness their emotions rather
than be controlled by them.

e Players must learn to recognise and manage their Chimps in high-pressure situations.

e Coaches must be aware of their own Chimps to communicate effectively and remain
patient with long-term development.

¢ Training environments should be structured to build resilience, so players develop
automatic responses that override the Chimp’s instincts.

Next time you step onto the court, whether as a player or a coach ask yourself: Who’s in
control right now, my Chimp or my Human?

Keep working on your game,

GP.
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