The Bench

THE MENTAL GAME

Influence vs. Control

How can you help your players
move forward when things seem
out of their grasp?
By Coach Pete Scales, Ph.D., USPTA

H

ow can we let go of situations that are not in our
control? For example, one of
the things that is so stressful
about Covid-19 is the uncertainty of when
our lives will return to “ normal,” and
what that might look like. This can be
especially worrisome for those of us who
are used to planning out our days, weeks,
months and even futures very precisely.
How can we be OK with losing a little
control over our lives, and trusting that
everything will turn out OK anyway?

A. One important mindset switch is to
remember that having control in life
often is an illusion in the first place. The
old joke is, want to make God laugh? Tell
God your plans!
Much of life, especially on the tennis
court, is out of our control. I recently
discussed this with a college tennis team,
which I was helping deal with the impact
of the pandemic on their lives, on and off
the court.
There is a difference between having
an influence on things and having con-
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trol. For example, as a student, you can
influence your grades by how hard you
work, but you don’t control the grades
you get. You can influence your career
path by how many connections you make
with people who can help you, but you
don’t control whether you get hired, or
whether you stay hired. You can influence whether people like you, but you
don’t control whether they do.
So, part of it is just reframing all this as,
what is it that matters to me? And, what
of that can I still influence somewhat
today, forgetting about “control?”
It’s just a variation on the thought, I
will play the best I can with the game I
brought to the court today. I can influence
what game I bring by my preparation,
but I can’t control what game unfolds
once I’m playing with my opponent. I can
control my effort, my attitude, whether
I have a plan, whether I keep moving,
whether I stay hydrated, and how much
I’ve prepared.
The primary thing you can truly
control is your reaction to events. Do you
look at adversity and disappointments,
on or off the court, as challenges and
opportunities to adjust, adapt, learn and
get better? Or do you give up or not give it
your best shot? Are you patient with the
process of trying, failing and trying again,
or are you impatient and in a hurry?
Feeling loss of control is hardest on
those who are impatient, whether to
suddenly play better under pressure, or
for some semblance of larger pre-pandemic normal to return, and easier for
folks who say, “OK, this truly sucks but
this is reality, so let's get on with figuring
out what I can do with this hand that's
been dealt.”
At a basic level, on the court, it can be
as simple as saying “OK” as your positive
or at least neutral response after every
point. It doesn’t mean you like how the
point played out; it means you accept
that it happened, it’s over and you can
learn from it. Remember, what you control is how you react.

www.tennisindustrymag.com
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There is a difference between
having an influence on things
and having control. The primary
thing you can truly control is
your reaction to events.

What you’re trusting is not so much that your life will be OK in terms of what happens,
but that your reaction to what life throws at you will be OK, because you have and continue
to build personal, social and spiritual strengths to draw on.
Finally, appreciating the difference
between influence and control doesn't
require trusting that everything will
work out OK, in a match or life beyond.
Everything might not. As life unfolds, on
the court and off, some of us are going to
have more than our share of disappointments, losses and tragedies, and some of
us are going to have an embarrassment of
riches and good fortune.
What you’re trusting is not so much
that your life will be OK in terms of
what happens, but that your reaction
to what life throws at you will be OK,
because you have and continue to build
personal, social and spiritual strengths
to draw on. So, even if you’re put in a
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situation that sucks, on or off the court,
you’re going to do your darndest to
figure out the best things you can do,
alone and with others, to make it as
good (livable, productive, contributing,
fair, enjoyable) as possible. You’re not
going to give up.
You may have to modify your game
plans and goals, and how you pursue
them, but you’re still going to take positive steps to keep moving forward, in a
match and in life.
That you can control! 
Got a question for Coach Pete? Email him
at info@tennisindustrymag.com and put
“The Bench” in the subject line.

Peter C. Scales, Ph.D., USPTA, is an
internationally known developmental
psychologist specializing in positive
youth development, USPTA tennis
teaching pro, high school tennis coach,
and mental strength consultant to
college tennis teams. He’s the author
of the award-winning book Mental
and Emotional Training for Tennis:
Compete-Learn-Honor (Coaches
Choice, 2019), available on Amazon.
For more information on the mental
game, check out Coach Pete’s podcasts
on USTA’s Compete Like a Champion,
EssentialTennis.com, WeArePickleball.
com, Way of Champions.com, ParentingAces.com and TennisFiles.com.
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