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Running head: ELITE SPORT POLICY IN TENNIS  1 

Sport specific policies and factors that influence international success:  
The case of tennis 

Abstract 

Countries continue to seek ways to achieve and sustain elite athlete success. However, 
competitive advantages in elite sport are largely found within individual sports’ contexts and 
policies. This paper uses tennis as an exemplar and mixed methods to examine sport specific 
policy and other factors that influence international success. Thirty-five international tennis 
experts participated in a questionnaire which combined (a) open questions, and (b) Likert 
scale questions, based on the Sport Policy Factors that Lead to International Success 
(SPLISS) model. The findings support the significance of the SPLISS model at a tennis 
specific level. The most significant contribution of this paper rests on the emergence of two 
contextual themes, namely culture and commercial environment, which help explain the 
context within which tennis operates. These findings are important for understanding the 
ways elite sport success is fostered in professional sports like tennis and potentially 
transferring that knowledge to other commercialised sports. The paper advances the 
theoretical understanding of the combined meso-level and contextual factors at a sport 
specific level that influence international success. The practical implications address high 
performance directors’ and sport policy makers’ challenge of nurturing and enhancing the 
tennis culture and commercial environment. 

Keywords: Tennis; elite sport policy; elite sport context; professionalisation; 
commercialisation; culture 
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1 Introduction 

Over the past two decades elite sport policy has received an increased research 

attention. Such research has offered advancements including an understanding of the 

common approaches and the key characteristics of elite sport systems of different countries 

(e.g., Andersen & Ronglan, 2012; De Bosscher, De Knop, van Bottenburg, & Shibli, 2006; 

Digel, Burk, & Fahrner, 2006; Green & Houlihan, 2005; Houlihan & Green, 2008; Oakley & 

Green, 2001). It is well documented (e.g., De Bosscher, De Knop, van Bottenburg, Shibli, & 

Bingham, 2009; Robinson & Minikin, 2012; Truyens, De Bosscher, Heyndels, & Westerbeek, 

2013) that countries and sports seek innovative ways to achieve and sustain elite success. On 

that note, several researchers called for research at sport specific level as elite sport 

development and sport competitive advantages are largely found within individual sports, 

their context and policies (e.g., De Bosscher, De Knop, & van Bottenburg, 2007; De 

Bosscher, De Knop, van Bottenburg, et al., 2009; Sotiriadou & Shilbury, 2009).  

In that move away from country or sport generic studies and toward specific contexts, 

a few authors have further advanced the field of sport policies through studying certain 

aspects of the elite sport policy and key success factors of specific sports. These include the 

examples of Swedish athletics and Norwegian cross country skiing (Böhlke, 2007; Böhlke & 

Robinson, 2009); Norwegian handball, Finnish ice hockey, Danish track cycling and Swedish 

tennis and golf (Andersen & Ronglan, 2012); athletics (Truyens et al., 2013); and sprint 

canoe in Australia (Sotiriadou, Gowthorp, & De Bosscher, 2013). Even though each of these 

studies had a different scope, they all identified new areas or important factors for success 

that were not addressed in sport generic studies. These studies illustrate the value of sport 

specific studies and their implications to high performance directors and policy makers.  

Whilst sport policy studies and their influence on practice are flourishing, the 

relevance and influence of contextual factors, such as the professionalisation and 
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commercialisation of some sports, and the role of the cultural, historical, political and social 

context to elite success is less prominent. Various studies (e.g., Andersen & Ronglan, 2012; 

Bergsgard, Houlihan, Mansget, Nodland, & Rommetveldt, 2007; Böhlke & Robinson, 2009; 

Digel et al., 2006; Houlihan & Green, 2008) showed that it is harder to analyse elite sport 

policy in isolation from contextual factors and these factors should be taken into account.  

This paper addresses the need for sport specific research and the relevance of sport-

specific contextual factors by examining the policy and other factors that influence 

international tennis success. Tennis is a sport where professionalisation and 

commercialisation have particularly increased over the past decades. However, the potential 

role of the professionalised and commercialised environment that tennis operates in is largely 

unknown. Consequently, tennis provides a valuable case for examination. The research 

question driving this study is ‘What policy or other factors influence international tennis 

success?´. Using a mixed methods approach, a questionnaire comprised of open and Likert 

scale questions was used to collect data from 35 international tennis experts. This paper 

contributes to the body of research on elite sport policy and high performance management 

by responding to the need to examine elite sport policy at a sport specific level (De Bosscher 

et al., 2007; 2009). In addition, the findings allow for contextual factors that are important for 

international tennis success to emerge.  

2 Elite Sport Policies 

Studies that examined elite sport policies (i.e., factors at the meso-level) (e.g., 

Bergsgard et al., 2007; De Bosscher, De Knop, & van Bottenburg, 2009; Digel et al., 2006; 

Green & Houlihan, 2005; Houlihan & Green, 2008; Oakley & Green, 2001) conclude that the 

common characteristics of elite sport systems of developed nations are based around a single 

model of elite sports development with variations in the way elite sport policies are 

implemented. One of the most inclusive studies of meso-level factors that influence 
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international sporting success that empirically tested a model in six nations, is the Sport 

Policy Factors that Lead to International Sporting Success (SPLISS) model (De Bosscher et 

al., 2006; 2009; De Bosscher, De Knop, van Bottenburg, et al., 2009). SPLISS identifies nine 

pillars (or policy areas) that influence international sporting success, and specifies 31 sub-

dimensions and 126 critical success factors as key elements within pillars that are necessary 

to improve the elite sport success of a nation. Specifically, financial support (pillar 1) and an 

integrated approach to policy development (pillar 2) are necessary conditions for the 

development of sport and athletic careers within a given sport. Pillars 3, 4 and 5 represent the 

sequences of the athlete development stages including foundation and participation (pillar 3), 

talent identification and development (pillar 4) and athletic and post-career (pillar 5). 

Investment in four remaining pillars (i.e., pillar 6 training facilities, pillar 7 the provision and 

development of coaches, pillar 8 national and international competition structure and pillar 9 

scientific research and sports medicine support) is essential for the development of elite 

athletes (De Bosscher et al., 2006). 

Even though the focus of the SPLISS study was meso-level factors, the model 

suggests the inclusion of a tenth dimension; the environment of sport systems. This 

environment contains contextual factors such as the education system, the general sport and 

elite sport culture, the tradition of a certain sport in a country, the tradition of success, the 

private sector as a sports development partner, the media and sponsoring (Digel et al., 2006). 

However, the environment of sport systems was not examined in the SPLISS study, as it 

cannot be influenced directly by sports policies. Nevertheless, De Bosscher et al. (2007) 

recognised that policy and contextual factors need to be examined at a sport specific level. 

Based on this call, some studies examined elite sport policy at sport specific level (e.g., 

Andersen & Ronglan, 2012; Böhlke, 2007; Böhlke & Robinson, 2009; Green & Houlihan, 

2005; Sotiriadou et al., 2013; Truyens et al., 2013). Table 1a presents an overview of existing 
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studies that include a sport specific level of analysis and shows their grounds for conducting 

sport specific research, the sports that were examined and the criteria for selecting these 

sports and countries. Furthermore, Table 1b shows the focus (including contextual factors), 

the methods and the frameworks used in previous studies.  

**** Table 1a and 1b near here **** 

All studies presented in Table 1a, b examined elite sport policies by including some 

aspects of the context of elite sport (factors in italics in Table 1b). Even though each of these 

studies had a different focus, they all concluded that when comparing the factors that 

influence international sporting success, each sport requires the examination of its contextual 

factors. For example, Böhlke (2007) and Böhlke and Robinson (2009) compared athlete 

development pathways, coaching structures, sport science support and athletic lifestyle 

support in Swedish athletics and Norwegian cross country skiing to conclude that the 

implementation of these policies is strongly dependent on the socio-cultural context of a 

country. Therefore, policy makers have to take into account specific conditions such as the 

socio-cultural context, existing club competition infrastructures and working atmospheres in 

the sport environment, when attempting to transfer best practices across countries.  

Sotiriadou et al. (2013) explored sprint canoe in Australia and identified that the 

sport’s culture plays a key role in shaping policy, policy linkages and interrelationships. 

Truyens et al. (2013) examined the organisational resources (e.g., the existence of an 

organisation for the coordination and organisation of elite coach development) and first-order 

capabilities (e.g., a national coach qualification framework) that lead to a competitive 

advantage in athletics and classified these under the nine pillars of the SPLISS model. Also, 

an additional contextual category, called environmental success factors, emerged.  

The sport examined in this study, tennis, is a highly globalised, professionalised and 

commercialised sport. These characteristics render tennis as an inviting case given previous 
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empirical studies have not explored policy and contextual factors that influence international 

tennis success. The following section explains the structure and organisation of tennis at 

international level and illustrates its globalised, professionalised and commercialised nature. 

3 Study Context 

The International Tennis Federation (ITF) is responsible for developing and 

promoting tennis globally and regulates tennis through over 200 affiliated national tennis 

associations (ITFa, 2014). National Tennis Associations (NTAs) (e.g., Tennis Australia, the 

United States Tennis Association, and Tennis Canada) are the highest governing bodies in 

tennis at a national level, responsible for national tennis policies and programs. Professional 

tennis tournaments are controlled by the Association for Tennis Professionals (ATP) and the 

Women’s Tennis Association (WTA). The foundation of these associations in the 1970s was a 

sign of professionalisation in tennis (Houlihan, 2013; Shilbury & Kellett, 2011). Four of the 

most prestigious tennis competitions are the Grand Slam tournaments which are owned and 

organised by the NTAs of Australia, France, United Kingdom and the United States of 

America (ITFa, 2014). The worldwide competition structure of tennis and the increasing 

reputation of the sport in the Olympic Games (Fein, 2012) show the global nature of tennis. 

Tennis has the second highest global sport popularity after football (soccer), it is played in 

190 countries, has 4.4 million fans and attracts 800 million television viewers worldwide 

(ATP, 2013a). Male tennis players including Roger Federer and Rafael Nadal are among the 

most recognisable athletes in the world (ATP, 2013a). In addition, the fact that the top 10 

players on the women’s tour represented 10 different countries in 2011 and the increasingly 

diversity of countries in the ATP and WTA top 100 illustrates the globalisation of tennis 

(Marshall, 2011).  

  As a consequence of its globalisation, tennis has become a commercialised sport 

featuring players as marketing commodities, huge broadcast rights and sponsors competing 
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for exclusive rights to events (Churchill, 2008). Commercialisation has affected the way in 

which athletes relate to their sport with the most obvious impact being the increasing number 

of athletes who see tennis as a significant source of income (Houlihan & Green, 2008). 

Tennis players can potentially earn a higher income from sponsorships then from their prize 

earnings. Houlihan (2013) argued that the commercialisation of high performance sport and 

the business of sport have impacted the relationship between players and their national 

governing bodies and International Federations. In tennis, the increasingly valuable 

sponsorship deals, prize money and the celebrity status of players have strengthened the 

power of players at the expense of NTAs and the ITF.  

Even though NTAs play a major role in the development of elite tennis players, 

private high performance tennis academies, such as the Evert Tennis Academy and the IMG 

Nick Bolletieri Tennis Academy, are also important contributors to tennis success. Private 

tennis academies often strive for profit maximisation and complement (or sometimes 

undermine) the role of the NTA activities in talent identification and development 

programmes (Houlihan, 2013). The presence of these academies suggests that tennis players 

are not always ‘products’ of the formal system (i.e., the NTAs). There are several examples in 

the literature that illustrate the interplay between NTAs and private academies in producing 

elite athletes. A study in Flanders (the Northern part of Belgium), for instance, showed that 

tennis players training at an elite sport school have similar chances to become successful as 

those players training privately (De Bosscher & De Croock, 2011). In Serbia there is no 

national tennis centre and most players develop privately or are offered sponsorships by 

companies (MacCurdy, 2008). Still, there are six Serbian players in the ATP/WTA top 100 

ranking list (ATP, 2013b; WTA, 2013). Spain is one of the most successful tennis countries 

with 20 top 100 ATP/WTA players in the year-end ranking of 2013 (ATP, 2013b; WTA, 

2013). In Spain, the number of players training at the national training centre is fairly low and 
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there are a lot of players training in private tennis academies. However, nearly all players are 

under the umbrella of the NTA through grants, training camps and tournaments (MacCurdy, 

2008). In general, Crespo and Reid (2009) indicated that NTAs and private academies need to 

cooperate as they strive for the same goal; developing elite tennis players.  

To summarise, globalisation, professionalisation and commercialisation appear to 

have a great influence on NTAs’ policies and should not be ignored when examining elite 

sport policy factors that influence international tennis success. This study examines such 

factors and policies in the context of tennis. 

4 Method 

4.1 Data Collection 

 An online questionnaire, designed using SurveyMonkey software, was used to collect 

data from international tennis experts including high performance directors, coach education 

managers and other tennis specialists. Drawing on experts’ opinion provides the best and 

most valid source of data (Bogner, Littig, & Menz, 2009) to explore factors that influence 

international tennis success. The experts were selected from countries that are successful in 

tennis. Based on the number of male and female top 100 and 1000 players in the 2010 year-

end rankings of the ATP and the WTA, 24 countries were chosen. Within these countries, 

two groups of tennis experts were selected using a purposive sampling process (Patton, 

2002). The first group of experts included 25 high performance directors and 25 coach 

education managers from the NTAs of the 24 countries (with the exception of Belgium all 

other countries had one high performance director and one coach education manager). To 

increase the sample of participating experts, 25 more experts from the 24 countries were 

selected from the list of presenters at the bi-annually held Worldwide Coaches Conferences 

of the ITF between 2003 and 2011. This second group of experts included former high 
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performance directors, elite coaches, science managers and researchers in tennis. This group 

is referred to as tennis specialists in the remainder of the paper.  

Once ethics approval was granted from the institution authorising this research (Ethics 

project number RO1163), the web address link of the questionnaire was distributed by email 

to the tennis experts of the 24 selected countries. Email addresses of the experts were 

obtained through the websites of the NTAs or personal contacts. After eight weeks of 

distributing the questionnaire, two reminder emails and phone calls to countries where no 

response was obtained, a total of 35 experts from 15 countries completed the questionnaire 

(overall response rate 46.7%). The highest response rate was received from tennis specialists 

(68,0%). The response rate for high performance directors was 32.0% and for coach 

education managers 40.0%. More specifically, the experts included eight high performance 

directors (de-identified as HPD 1-8), 10 coach education managers (de-identified as CEM 1-

10) and 17 tennis specialists (de-identified as Specialist 1-17). 

4.2 Description of Data 

A convergent parallel mixed methods design was used to collect and analyse the data 

(Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). This design allows for qualitative and quantitative data to be 

collected in parallel but analysed separately, and then mixed for the overall interpretation of 

the findings. This design was useful as this study is exploratory on one hand (tennis specific 

policies have never been examined) and explanatory on the other (the applicability of the 

SPLISS model for tennis is examined). The questionnaire used in the study included two 

sections. Open questions followed by Likert scale questions were used to collect both 

qualitative and quantitative data. Using open questions first in a questionnaire, followed by 

closed rating scale questions, is a recommended strategy in studies that examine the opinion 

of respondents (Brace, 2008; Reja, Manfreda, Hlebec, & Vehovar, 2003). The convergent 

parallel design enabled this study to (a) examine the importance of the SPLISS pillars and 
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sub-dimensions in tennis, (b) identify the extent to which the answers to the open questions 

overlap and reflect the SPLISS policies, and (c) explore if any new aspects, policies or tennis 

specific factors would emerge.  

The first section of the questionnaire comprised three open questions. Specifically, 

tennis experts were asked to describe the five most important policy factors that contribute to 

international tennis success of countries in general (not the country they represented). Then 

the experts were asked to describe three strengths and three weaknesses of the policies in the 

country they represented. The open questions were used to (a) allow in-depth opinions on 

what the participants perceived to be important policies for tennis success and (b) explore 

additional factors that contribute or hinder international success by asking for strengths and 

weaknesses of the experts’ countries. These questions allowed the experts to express their 

opinion without being influenced by a-priori defined SPLISS pillars and sub-dimensions. 

In the second section of the questionnaire, the tennis experts were asked to rate on a 

5-point Likert scale the importance of (a) the nine SPLISS pillars and (b) the 31 SPLISS sub-

dimensions for international tennis success. For these questions, the pillars and sub-

dimensions of the SPLISS model were tailored to reflect the tennis specific context. For 

example, pillar 3 ‘sport participation’ was converted into ‘tennis participation’. In the 

remainder of this paper, single quotation marks are used to indicate SPLISS sub-dimensions 

(e.g., ‘high general tennis participation rate’).  

4.3 Data Analysis 

The qualitative and quantitative data sets were analysed separately and independently 

from each other using qualitative and quantitative analytic procedures (Creswell & Plano 

Clark, 2011). Within the qualitative data set, the three open questions were analysed 

independently in order to keep a clear distinction between factors that were mentioned as 

important and factors mentioned as strengths or weaknesses. Also, analysing answers 
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separately allowed counting frequencies for each factor mentioned in each of the questions. 

Using NVivo10, the data from the three open questions were organised through paragraph 

styles and nodes for each of the three open questions for the independent analysis. Using 

NVivo10, three types of analyses were performed to assist with inductive and deductive 

reasoning (Grbich, 2013). These were (a) thematic analysis to code the responses under major 

themes, (b) constant comparisons to develop more specific sub-themes, and (c) content 

analysis to identify the percentage of experts that referred to each of the elite sport policies.  

 First, data were read and re-read in order to become familiar with what they entailed, 

concentrating on emerging patterns. During thematic analysis data were coded under the nine 

SPLISS a-priori policies in a deductive reasoning process. When a new factor or policy area 

emerged a new code was assigned and a description of what the new code meant was added 

(inductive reasoning). Subsequently, all quotations that were coded within each policy area or 

theme were re-read and through constantly comparing the quotations, data were coded under 

more specific 1st and 2nd level sub-themes until no further coding was possible (inductive 

reasoning). During content analysis, NVivo10 assisted in counting how many experts 

mentioned each theme and sub-theme as an important factor, a strength or a weakness. This 

process resulted in 11 themes, 44 1st level sub-themes and 51 2nd level sub-themes. The 11 

themes are presented in italics in order to identify them easily.   

The quantitative data from the Likert scale questions were analysed using rating 

averages (r.a.) ranging between one (not important) and five (very important). The standard 

deviation was calculated as an indication of the spread of the importance of the SPLISS 

pillars and sub-dimensions in tennis. Additionally, the standard error was calculated to 

examine whether rating averages were higher than the point of indifference (i.e., 3) with 95% 

confidence. Last, the two sets of results were compared and combined into an overall 

discussion of the factors that influence tennis success (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). 
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5 Results 
 

The results section starts with reporting the findings on the importance of the SPLISS 

pillars in tennis based on the thematic coding and content analysis of the open questions and 

the rating averages of the SPLISS pillars of the Likert scale questions. Then, the importance 

of the SPLISS sub-dimensions is presented based on the results of the Likert scale questions. 

This is followed by a discussion of the importance of each policy area and its sub-themes. 

Last, findings with regard to the contextual factors including culture and commercial 

environment are discussed.  

5.1 Important Policy Areas in Tennis 

Thematic coding and constant comparisons of data from the open resulted in 11 

themes including nine policy related themes and two contextual themes. The nine policy 

related themes are the a-priori concepts of the SPLISS model including (1) financial support, 

(2) structure and organisation, (3) tennis participation, (4) talent identification and talent 

development, (5) athletic and post-career support,  (6) training facilities, (7) coaching 

provision and coaches’ education, (8) competition, and (9) scientific research. The new 

tennis specific contextual themes that emerged are (10) culture and (11) commercial 

environment of tennis.  

Table 2 shows the results of the content analysis from the open questions and 

compares them with the rating averages for each pillar. Coaching provision and development 

was according to both sets of data analyses the most important policy area for tennis success, 

mentioned by 29 (82.9%) tennis experts with a rating average of 4.83 (in bold in Table 2). 

This was followed by (inter)national competition, mentioned by 24 experts (68.6%) with a 

rating average of 4.79 (in bold in Table 2). The low standard deviations (0.38 and 0.51 

respectively) indicate a small variance in the tennis experts’ responses. On the other hand, 

scientific research and athletic and post-career support were ranked in both data sets as the 
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least important for tennis success (in italics in Table 2). Scientific research was mentioned by 

14.3% with a rating average of 4.17) and athletic and post-career support was mentioned by 

8.6% with a rating average of 4.14).  The standard deviation for these pillars was 0.83 and 

0.77 respectively, indicating that the answers of the experts were dispersed along the 

importance scale. Within pillar 5, 8.6% of the experts referred to athletic career support and 

there was no reference to post-career support. The rating average of the SPLISS pillars based 

on the Likert scale questions (Table 2) revealed that all rating averages of the SPLISS pillars 

are greater than four. This indicates that all pillars are important for tennis success. Even 

though the sample size of this study is relatively small (n = 35), standard errors are low 

(ranging from 0.08 to 0.17) indicating that representativeness of the sample is high.   

**** Table 2 near here **** 

With regard to the contextual themes, 60% of the experts referred to culture and 

25.7% referred to the commercial environment of tennis (Table 2). Within the latter theme, 

14.3% of the experts referred to the private sector, 8.6% referred to the media and 5.7% 

referred to sponsors as important factors for international tennis success.  

 
5.2 SPLISS Sub-dimensions and Sub-themes in Tennis 

After rating the importance of the SPLISS pillars in tennis, the experts rated the 

importance of the 31 pre-defined SPLISS sub-dimensions. These data added some additional 

depth to the nine pillars. In particular, the analysis showed that the rating averages of all sub-

dimensions exceed the midpoint on the 5-point Likert scale (i.e., 3). Moreover, 25 of 31 sub-

dimensions) have an average rating higher than four (Figure 1).  

**** Figure 1 near here **** 

Consistent with the analysis of the rating averages of the SPLISS pillars, the most 

important sub-dimensions related to coaching (pillar 7) and competitions (pillar 8). The high 

rating averages provide support that all SPLISS pillars and sub-dimensions are important in 



ELITE SPORT POLICY IN TENNIS  14 

tennis. The rating averages of all sub-dimensions were more than two standard errors higher 

than the scale midpoint (i.e., 3) which indicates with 95% confidence that the importance of 

the sub-dimensions is real and not by chance.  

In order to present the results on tennis specific sport policy factors, the remainder of 

this section details the 1st and 2nd level sub-themes that emerged from the thematic analysis 

and constant comparison of the open questions. Table 3 is an overview of the nine policy 

themes and their 1st and 2nd level sub-themes. It shows that with regard to the financial 

support NTAs are responsible for attracting funding from governments, sponsors and 

tournaments to invest it toward mass participation and elite sport.  

**** Table 3 near here **** 

An interesting finding with regard to the structure and organisation of the NTA was 

that the experts’ opinion on the suitability of a centralised or decentralised approach to elite 

development was polarised. Three experts indicated that decentralisation (i.e., strong regional 

training centres) is a policy strength, while four experts commented that the decentralisation 

of the NTA is a weakness. 

The NTAs play an important role in the provision of pathways from mass 

participation to talent identification, talent development and the elite career of tennis players. 

In relation to tennis participation, NTAs are responsible for the development of a grassroots 

program, the promotion of tennis, tennis at school programs and the assurance of the quality 

of tennis clubs. Local tennis clubs are responsible for delivering quality programs and 

offering opportunities to play tennis at a low cost to increase the accessibility of tennis. Only 

two experts referred to the identification of talented players. In relation to talent development, 

the experts expressed the view that it is important to have, what Specialist 1 notes best, 

“collective training environments in which the best athletes train and push one another 



ELITE SPORT POLICY IN TENNIS  15 

towards success” and “a school system which allows players to practice a lot with courses 

and exams adapted” (CEM 3).   

Athletic and post-career support was the least frequently discussed policy in the open 

questions (Table 2). Athletic career support is concerned with the support for tennis players 

including training and coaching support, financial support and support at international 

competitions (Table 3). With regard to post-career support, a point for discussion among 

tennis experts related to the loss of expertise and experience of former elite players once they 

retired. HPD 5, for instance, mentioned that the small input of retired professional players to 

tennis was a weakness. Other experts indicated that former elite players may sometimes have 

a negative influence on the development of talented players. For example, HPD 1 found that 

“the influence of former players with a media profile that do not have the empirical evidence 

or developmental coaching experience” is a weakness.  

Coaching and competitions appeared to be most important supporting policies for 

elite tennis success. Table 3 reveals that the availability of good quality and skilled coaches is 

very important. The experts referred to the importance of “top players becoming elite coaches 

after they finished their career” (Specialist 16), “the relationship between coaches” (CEM 8) 

and “support for local and regional coaches” (Specialist 11). In relation to coaches’ 

education, experts saw value in “a clearly defined coaching philosophy” (Specialist 12) and 

“a coach development pathway” (Specialist 2).  

With regard to competition, all three SPLISS sub-dimensions were in the top five of 

the highest rating averages (Figure 1). A good structure for both junior and senior 

competitions at national and international level is very important (Table 3), so that young 

talent and established players can compete regularly at an appropriate level. Furthermore, 

experts emphasised the importance of competitions played on different surfaces and the need 

for countries to organise international competitions in their country because it gives local 
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players the opportunity to participate without having “to spend too much money to travel” 

(Specialist 15).  

In relation to training facilities the experts referred to the availability and access to 

tennis courts. Also, experts indicated that NTAs should own a national training centre that 

serves as a collective training environment for young players. Finally, the experts referred to 

the importance of sharing the results of scientific research with the tennis community for 

better outcomes. 

5.3 Contextual Factors that Influence International Tennis Success  

Even though the experts were asked to mention policy factors in the open questions, 

more than half of the experts mentioned factors that are neither sport policies nor can be fully 

controlled by sport policies. These emerging factors are related to the culture and the 

commercial environment of tennis (Table 4). As these factors are not included in the SPLISS 

model, they are discussed separately in this section.  

Sixty percent of the experts referred to culturally related factors that influence tennis 

success. Tennis culture was the most important 1st level sub-theme and included the 

performances of elite players, the existence of tennis role models, the history of success in 

tennis and the cultural importance of tennis compared to other sports. For example, one 

expert highlighted the following:  

[It is important] to have top players on the men's and the women's side that are 
capable of winning Grand Slam singles titles, Olympic gold medals and to have 
our tennis teams capable of winning the Davis Cup and the Fed Cup. It is of 
paramount importance to have positive role models for the young players to 
look up to and emulate. (Specialist 12) 

Additionally, the overall sporting culture and the school culture emerged as important 1st 

level sub-themes. With regard to the school culture, the experts referred to the limited time 

available for athletes to train during and after school hours and the lack of flexibility in the 

curriculum. A highly demanding school curriculum appeared to hinder the development of 
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talented players in some countries. For example, CEM 3 mentioned that “the school system is 

not adapted to permit the players to practice as much as they should” and Specialist 3 

indicated that “our school system is too demanding for talented players”. 

**** Table 4 near here **** 

Nine experts (25.7%) referred to the commercial environment of tennis, the second new 

theme that influences international tennis success. This relates to the 1st level sub-themes 

private sector, media and sponsors. The private sector is concerned with the availability of 

high quality tennis clubs and their support programs for talented athletes (Table 4). This 

includes for example, “powerful tennis academies” (CEM 7), “tennis clubs running 

competitive junior programs and supporting competitive juniors” (Specialist 4) and “real 

tennis managers in the clubs” (HPD 7). Specialist 16 explains his view on the centralised or 

decentralised systems as follows:  

[It is important to have] decentralised systems. Many high performance tennis 
academies and training centres run on a private basis throughout the country, not 
just one nationally ran program. [A centralised approach is] too narrow and cuts 
too many potential players out of the picture. Decentralised system adds a 
competitive atmosphere. 
 

Based on the experts’ opinion, a good cooperation and communication between high 

performance academies and their NTA, and between clubs and NTA coaches is required to 

optimally support talented tennis players. For example, Specialist 3 mentioned the 

importance of “optimal collaboration between national training centres and private tennis 

projects for talents and elite players” and Specialist 2 stressed the need for “a clear and 

transparent pathway which offers athletes support across the entire developmental pathway 

with buy in from the private coach”. It should be noted that two experts also indicated 

negative points that related to the over-commercialisation of private high performance 

academies. For example, CEM 6 noted that “tennis schools are often favouring commercial 

elements above the quality of their development plans” and HPD 3 mentioned that “tennis 
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clubs develop too much commercial activity to the detriment of the sporting activity of 

competition”. However, Specialist 3 mentioned that “the budget of the private programs” 

should supplement the budget of the government and the NTA.  

With regard to the 1st level sub-themes of media and sponsors, experts referred to 

communication with the media, tennis exposure and promotion in the media. Some experts 

indicated that “a lack of media interest” (Specialist 13) and “a lack of promotion in the 

media” (CEM 10) are weaknesses in their country. Last, specialist 15 highlighted the 

importance of  “a healthy federation from a financial point of view with excellent 

connections with sponsors and great communications with the media”.  

6 Discussion 
 

This study examined elite sport policies and other factors that influence international 

tennis success. The results provide support that the SPLISS model is applicable in tennis. 

However, based on the two grounds underlined below, the SPLISS model needs to be adapted 

in order to reflect the tennis specific context and therein lay the theoretical contributions of 

this study. The first ground for the adaptation of the SPLISS model relates to the emergence 

of two new contextual themes, culture and commercial environment. The second ground for 

modifying the SPLISS model is based on the relative importance that the tennis experts 

placed on specific policy areas of the SPLISS model in tennis. For example, competitions 

attracted high importance whereas post-career support emerged as relatively unimportant.  

In addition to the encouraging findings toward a more inclusive empirical framework 

for analysing the factors that influence international success in tennis, this study also helps 

draw several practical implications for high performance directors and policy makers. These 

implications resonate deeply within the theoretical contributions of the study. The discussion 

section is built around the two grounds for adapting the SPLISS model to reflect the tennis 

specific context and offers practical implications to sport policy makers. 
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6.1 The Emergence of Culture and the Commercial Environment 

Culture and commercial environment emerged as new themes that are specific to 

tennis. Cultural factors include the school culture, the general sporting culture and the tennis 

specific culture. The latter refers to the history of success in tennis, the performance of elite 

players and the existence of tennis role models. The commercial environment includes the 

role of media, sponsors and the private sector. The role that media and sponsors can play for 

international tennis success is also confirmed in Andersen and Ronglan’s (2012) and Wijk’s 

(2012) findings who concluded that the exposure and promotion of tennis in the mass media 

and the existence of role models induced a wave of success in Swedish tennis in the 1980s. 

The example of Swedish tennis illustrates how the promotion and exposure of tennis in the 

media is closely linked to the popularity of tennis (i.e., tennis culture).  

Also, with regard to the commercial environment, the findings showed that the private 

sector plays an important role in the development of elite athletes. However, it is quite 

possible that the private sector emerged as important because some of the tennis experts were 

(or may have been) active in the private sector during their careers. The results showed that 

the private sector in tennis offers highly professionalised training centres and high 

performance academies that are privately funded and offer complete athlete pathways from 

talent identification to elite level. There are many examples of successful tennis players that 

reached the ATP and WTA top 100 with no or little support from their NTA, including Rafael 

Nadal and David Ferrer. Examples of pathways outside the NTA that tennis players follow to 

become successful include training in high performance tennis academies, participating in 

American college tennis, having a parent serving as a coach, or private coaching through 

family funding  (MacCurdy, 2008). Sometimes, players have individual coaching at little cost 

in return for a contract based on percentage of future earnings or players are offered private 
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sponsorship or contracts by management or equipment companies (MacCurdy, 2008; Wijk, 

2012).  

The role of culture to sporting success is supported by two previous sport specific 

studies including a study on sport policies that lead to the success of canoe and kayak 

(Sotiriadou et al., 2013) and a study on the key resources for a competitive advantage  in 

athletics (Truyens et al., 2013). The results in the present study support such findings and 

reiterate that the ways elite sport policies are shaped and implemented vary in order to reflect 

sport-specific cultures. The importance of the commercial environment to tennis success 

emerged due to the highly commercialised nature of tennis and its wide popularity as a sport 

(ATP, 2013a; Churchill, 2008). A large portion of NTAs’ income emanates from sponsorships 

and tournament revenues (e.g., Tennis Australia’s income that is derived from organising and 

hosting the Australian Open). Therefore, NTAs might be less dependent on government 

funding than sports such as athletics, judo or swimming that are not as commercialised. 

Additionally, the tennis landscape has changed over the past 20 years. Private high 

performance academies exist in various countries (e.g., Spain, France, USA and Germany) 

and many elite tennis players use them as their training base (Brown, 2013; Idessane, 2011; 

Klemash, 2010). Therefore, this study supports that NTAs are not the sole organisations 

responsible for the development of elite tennis players, and that private high performance 

academies play also an essential role in the athlete development process. Consequently, it can 

be suggested that the importance of the private sector to elite athlete success may be similarly 

pivotal in sports like soccer and cycling where professional and commercial clubs (e.g., FC 

Barcelona in soccer and Cofidis in cycling) develop elite athletes.  

Even though De Bosscher et al. (2006) excluded environmental factors (e.g., tradition 

of sport and success, the private sector, media and sponsors) from the SPLISS model as they 

cannot be influenced directly by sports policies, this study maintains that the culture and 
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commercial environment should be considered when sport policy makers and managers 

examine factors that influence international tennis success. Taking into account that culture is 

a driver for sporting success, “it would be reasonable to nurture and strengthen it” (Sotiriadou 

et al., 2013, p. 17). Moreover, available strategic and high performance plans for tennis (e.g., 

Tennis Canada, 2013; Tennis New Zealand, 2013) make no reference to the culture or the 

commercial environment on player development and success. The study findings suggest that 

high performance directors and policy makers can no longer overlook these factors when 

planning or implementing elite sport policy and strategies in tennis. 

NTAs, in collaboration with schools, can offer an integrated approach to achieving a 

balanced sporting career and quality education to further advance the culture of tennis (i.e., 

the demanding school culture). Therefore, the occasional agreements between sports and 

tertiary education institutions on class attendance flexibility and assessment benefits (e.g., De 

Knop et al., 1999; Nestel, 1992) should also prevail at primary and secondary schools. 

Further to this, in their efforts to promote the culture of tennis, NTAs can work closely with 

media outlets to broadcast tennis more on TV, increase newspaper obituaries on tennis, place 

tennis role models on the spotlight, and promote tennis programs at grassroots level.  

Partnerships between public and private sectors are a prevalent practice (Bovaird, 

2004) in various domains, such as public health (e.g., Reich, 2000). However, this concept is 

more contested in sports with an opportunity for NTAs to formulate policies that would 

enhance the contribution of the private sector and the commercial environment to tennis 

success. A stronger cooperation between NTAs and private high performance academies 

would offer flexible pathways for players to receive NTA support (e.g., trainings camps, 

competition support) and concurrently train in a private academy with a private coach. These 

flexible pathways would offer more players the opportunity to develop and succeed.  

6.2 Post-career Support in Tennis  
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Even though all SPLISS pillars were recognised as important for international tennis 

success, the findings illustrate that the tennis experts value the role of some pillars more than 

others. The thematic analysis indicated that some of the SPLISS pillars were mentioned less 

frequently by the experts. Athletic and post-career support, for instance, was mentioned by 

only eight experts. This finding challenges the wide acceptance of post-career support that is 

advocated in various studies (e.g., Young, Pearce, Kane & Pain, 2006; Stambulova, Stephan, 

& Jäphag, 2007; Wylleman, Alfermann, & Lavallee, 2004). However, this result can be 

explained on the basis that successful tennis players often earn more money through 

endorsement deals and sponsorships than they earn with prize money (Churchill, 2008). Such 

players can become financially independent and chose their own support team. Hence, the 

need for athletic and post-career support may be less prominent in tennis than in less 

commercialised sports such as judo or gymnastics (e.g., Wylleman et al., 2004). Another 

explanation for the low importance of post-career support could be that tennis experts are 

focused more on the success that athletes can achieve during their career and less on athletes’ 

lives beyond their careers. Based on Martinkova and Parry (2011), it is common for some 

sports to be driven by extrinsic goals and for athletes to be used as instruments to achieve 

various values such as money, fame and success. The commercialisation of sport has led to 

the increasing commodification of athletes (Green & Houlihan, 2008). Indeed, Connor (2009) 

argued that in commercialised environments elite athletes become interchangeable, are 

treated as business inputs and are exploited by high performance directors and coaches. In 

such business-like environments, it is likely that when athletes are injured or retire coaches 

and performance directors shift their support and focus to the next possible future elite 

athlete. 

In a study on the retirement of 28 Australian female top 800 tennis players, Young et 

al. (2006) found that players would have benefited from the provision of a mentor, guidance 



ELITE SPORT POLICY IN TENNIS  23 

or a sport psychologist, especially for lower ranked players who are not supported by the 

NTA. Research has shown that in order to give the best of their performance and to avoid and 

reduce adjustment problems after their sports career, athletes must start preparing during their 

sports career for life after sports (Stambulova et al., 2007; Wylleman et al., 2004). Therefore, 

post-career support could be a policy area that can be improved in many NTAs, or at the 

overall (national) sports level. Improved post-career support, such as the provision of a 

mentor or guidance by a sport psychologist (Young et al., 2006), will also decrease drop-out 

rates of talented tennis players, as their fear for a black hole after their tennis career will be 

less significant.  

6.3 Coaching and Competitions in Tennis 

The findings in this study show that the two most important policy areas for 

international tennis success are coaches’ provision and education and (inter)national 

competition. While the SPLISS study has not yet validated the relative importance of the 

pillars, a small scale study in Flanders at sport generic level reported financial support, 

trainings facilities and coaches’ education as the three most important policy areas. 

Competition, the second most important policy area in tennis, was placed sixth of the nine 

pillars (De Bosscher & De Croock, 2012). However, the findings in this study support the 

key role of competition on tennis success which is reflective of previous research that showed 

that a nation’s provision of domestic, professional tournaments relates positively to that 

nation’s number of professionally ranked players (Crespo, Reid, Miley, & Atienza, 2003; 

Reid, Crespo, Santilli, Miley, & Dimmock, 2007).  

Competitions and coach education deserve to be prioritised in tennis elite 

development plans as they appeared the most important policy areas in tennis. It is also 

advised that NTAs provide coaches with a clear development pathway, a clear coaching 

philosophy, and clear communication channels between them and the NTAs. In addition, a 
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strong certification system and opportunities for coaches to attend national and international 

coaching workshops would result in high calibre and well-respected coaches with strong core 

competencies. These recommendations are consistent with the requirements placed by the 

ITF for the recognition of NTA’s coach education systems (Crespo & van de Braam, 2011; 

ITF, 2014b). Additionally, it is recommended that NTAs concentrate on attracting and hosting 

high quality international competitions within their countries. These competitions would 

provide upcoming players exposure without expecting them to travel in their search for 

ranking points (Crespo et al., 2003; Reid et al., 2007).  

7 Conclusion 
 

This study provides an overview of the policy areas and contextual factors that 

influence international tennis success. Even though the SPLISS model served as a suitable 

framework to examine policies at tennis specific level, the culture of tennis and its 

commercial environment need to be taken into consideration when examining factors that 

influence international tennis success. Additionally, a tennis specific model has to take into 

account that coaching and competition are more important policy areas in tennis than post-

career support and scientific research. The findings in this study confirm that the way elite 

sport policies are shaped and implemented vary in order to reflect sport specific needs 

(Sotiriadou et al., 2013; Truyens et al., 2013).  

The tennis experts who participated in this study engage in a commercialised and 

professionalised high performance tennis system that constructs a particular set of 

presuppositions, beliefs and values. Therefore, it is likely that the sample of tennis experts 

might have influenced the findings of this study. From a social constructionist perspective, it 

is accepted that the environment within people live and the past experiences they engender 

drive the construction of their reality and the choices they make (Hutchison & Charlesworth, 

2011). Hence, it is not surprising that tennis experts rated the SPLISS policies as important. 
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Also, the experts’ entrenched frame of reference could help interpret their relative lack of 

support for post-career support and the importance they placed on the role of culture and 

commercial environment. Last, the high importance of coaching provision and education 

could be related to the fact that 10 of the participating tennis experts were coach education 

managers and 17 other experts were recruited from a coaches’ conference.  

Even though the focus of this study was on policy factors, this study is among the first 

to highlight the importance of the private sector including private high performance tennis 

academies and their budgets, coaches, facilities and programs to develop elite tennis players. 

Therefore, the examination of the tennis policies of the NTA to explain tennis success may be 

insufficient without the inclusion of the private sector. Given that SPLISS is built on the 

premise that government funding and policies drive elite sport (De Bosscher, van Bottenburg, 

Shibli, & De Knop, 2013), the emergence of the private sector in tennis draws attention to a 

potential weakness of the SPLISS study. The influence of the culture, media, sponsors and 

private sector on athlete development in tennis suggests that tennis operates in an open 

system where the sport maintains its internal differentiation and resists uniformity and 

homogeneity (Green & Oakley, 2001; Houlihan & Green, 2008; Pondy & Mitroff, 1979). It is 

therefore recommended that future research builds on the preliminary findings of this study 

and adopts an open systems perspective which suggests that “organisations are open systems 

in that they influence and are influenced by the social, cultural, and economic conditions of 

the community in which they operate” (Chelladurai, 2009, pp. 73-74). Such research should 

expand beyond the policies of the NTAs and examine the contribution of all the potential 

actors (including private high performance academies) to elite tennis success. The proposed 

research would require the inclusion of performance directors and elite coaches of private 

tennis academies to examine their views on the ways the private sector contributes to elite 

tennis success. Also, further research is necessary to (a) examine the exact role that culture 
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and commercial environment play in elite tennis success and (b) explore how NTAs can 

enhance the culture and enhance the role of the commercial environment to increase 

international tennis success. 
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Table 1a. Sport policy studies at sport specific level: Reasons for the selection of sports and countries.  

  

 
 
 

Green and 
Houlihan (2005) 

Digel et al. 
(2006) 

Böhlke and Robinson 
(2009); Böhlke (2007) 

Andersen and Ronglan 
(2012) 

Sotiriadou et al. 
(2013) 

Truyens et al.  
(2013) 

Reason for 
sport specific 
research 

n/a n/a Discipline specific 
success of countries 
Focus on success in 
specific sports, rather 
than across all sports 

Provide examples of 
Nordic sports’ sustained 
success within a diversity 
of sporting contexts 

It is essential to 
discover what sport 
specific factors 
influence success 
Examine the influence 
of the environment of 
sport systems on a 
sport by sport basis  

Examine the 
organisational 
development in 
specific sports  
Call for sport specific 
analysis (De Bosscher 
et al., 2007; Oakley & 
Green, 2001) 

Sports Swimming 
Athletics 
Yachting 

Overall + 
Athletics 
Swimming 
Volleyball 

Athletics 
Cross-country skiing 

Overall +  
Norway: Handball 
Finland: Ice hockey 
Denmark: Track cycling 
Sweden: Tennis, Golf 

Sprint Canoe Athletics 

Selection 
criteria sport  

n/a n/a Successful sports and 
elite sport systems in 
Skandinavia 

Success stories of sport 
Variety in sports (male - 
female; individual - team 
sports; summer - winter 
sports) 

Medal winning sport 
Tier 1 sport (funding) 

Rich history and 
international 
popularity among 
international 
competitors 

Countries 
 
 
 
Comparative 
ambition 

Australia, 
Canada, UK 
 
 
 
Yes 

Australia, China, 
France, Germany, 
Italy, Russia, UK, 
USA 
 
Yes 

Sweden (Athletics) 
Norway (Cross country 
skiing) 
 
 
Benchmarking  

Nordic countries with 
similar systems 
 
 
 
Yes 

Australia 
 
 
 
 
No  

24 countries 
 
 
 
 
No  

Selection 
criteria 
countries 

English 
speaking 
countries 

Olympic tradition 
Countries that 
provide Olympic 
sports with 
privileged treatment 
Governed on the 
basis of ideological 
concepts 

A democratic political 
environment with a 
stable economy 

Similar countries (size, 
geographical region, 
societal, political 
institutions and welfare 
state arrangements) 
Lack of comparative elite 
sport studies in Nordic 
countries 

Top 5 Nation in sprint 
canoe 

n/a 
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Table 1b. Sport policy studies at sport specific level: Focus, methods and framework.  

 
 

Green and 
Houlihan (2005) 

Digel et al. 
(2006) 

Böhlke and Robinson 
(2009); Böhlke (2007) 

Andersen and 
Ronglan (2012) 

Sotiriadou et al.  
(2013) 

Truyens et al.  
(2013) 

Focus 
(Contextual 
factors in 
italics, 
macro-level 
factors 
underlined) 

Elite facilities 
Support for full 
time athletes 
Coaching, sport 
science, medicine 
support 
Competition 
opportunities 
 

Prioritisation 
Sport participation 
Organisational structure 
Financial support 
Talent search and 
development 
Coaches and education 
Athletes, Referees 
Training structures 
Competitions, Facilities 
Doping policy, Science 
Education system 
Mass media 
Military force 
History and Olympic 
tradition 
Social structure 
Political system 
Economic situation 
 

*4 elite sport services  
1. Athlete development 
pathways 
2. Coaching structures, 
education programmes 
3. Sport science support 
4. Athlete lifestyle 
support 
*5 interdependent factors 
1. Socio-cultural context 
2. Club competition 
infrastructure 
3. Working atmosphere 
in sports environment 
4. Personality and 
knowledge of key agents 
5. Conscious 
interventions 

Critical decisions 
Controversies 
Success stories 
Policy issues 
Systematic 
comparisons 
Success stories: 
Development and 
conditions for 
breakthrough  
Individual initiatives 
and competencies 
Ups and downs  
Future prospects 
Historical sport 
developments (elite 
vs. mass) 
Organisational and 
cultural conditions 

Coach 
Athlete: pathways, 
participation, 
identification, talent 
development 
Organisation 
Competition 
Facilities and 
equipment 
Research and sport 
science 
Culture 
 

Financial support  
Governance and 
organisation of 
policies 
Youth participation 
Talent identification 
and development 
Athletic career 
support 
Training and 
competition facilities 
Coach provision and 
development 
International 
competition 
Scientific research 
Environmental 
success factors 
 

Methods Descriptive and 
comparative; 
Interviews  
Document 
analysis 
 

Interviews 
Analysis of literature 
Socio-demographic 
analysis of data 
Analysis of documents 
Questionnaires 
 

Semi-structured 
interviews  
Documentary analysis 

Specialists from each 
nation  
Variety of methods: 
Historical material 
Results statistics 
Policy documents 
Interviews 

Interviews with high 
performance 
directors, coaches, 
sport scientists, 
athletes 

Literature research 
(sport overall and 
athletics specific) 
34 interviews with 
athletics experts 

Framework Advocacy 
coalition 
framework (ACF) 
to analyse policy 
changes 
 

1.Success-Resources-
model 
2. Neo-institutionalism 
3. Mintzberg’s 
organisation typology  

Benchmarking objects 
and subjects 
Elite support services 

Institutional 
perspective 
Relationship between 
convergence and 
divergence 

SPLISS model (De 
Bosscher et al. 2006) 
Contextual, 
processual, specific 
policies 
(Houlihan, 2009) 

Recourse based view 
Organisational 
resources and first 
order capabilities 
clustered under the 
SPLISS model 
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Table 2. Ranking of importance of the SPLISS pillars based on Likert scale questions (rating average, standard deviation and standard error) and 
open questions (content analysis) 
 
 
  Open questions Likert scale questions 

Type Pillar/Theme 
 
 

Content 
analysis  

(c.a.)  

Ranking 
based on  

c.a. 

Rating 
average 

(r.a.) 

Standard 
deviation 

Standard 
error 

Ranking 
based on 

r.a. 

SP
LI

SS
 p

ill
ar

s 

Pillar 1: Financial support 42.9% 7 4.61 0.57 0.11 4 
Pillar 2: Structure and organisation of tennis policies 48.6% 5 4.71 0.62 0.13 3 
Pillar 3: Tennis Participation 51.4% 4 4.32 0.75 0.17 6 
Pillar 4: Talent identification and development system 60.0% 3 4.43 0.60 0.13 5 

• Talent identification 5.7% n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
• Talent development 54.3% n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Pillar 5: Athletic and post-career support  8.6% 9 4.14 0.77 0.17 9 
• Athletic career support 8.6% n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
• Post-career support 0% n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Pillar 6: Training facilities 45.7% 6 4.29 0.78 0.17 7 
Pillar 7: Coaching provision and coach development 82.9% 1 4.83 0.38 0.08 1 

• Coaching provision 51.4% n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 
• Coach development 51.4% n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

Pillar 8: (Inter) national competition 68.6% 2 4.79 0.51 0.10 2 
Pillar 9: Scientific research 14.3% 8 4.17 0.83 0.13 8 

        

Te
nn

is
 sp

ec
ifi

c 
co

nt
ex

tu
al

 th
em

es
 

       
Culture 

• Tennis culture 
• Overall sporting culture 
• School culture 

60% 
42.9% 
11.4% 
8.6% 

Between 3-4 
n/a 
n/a 
n/a n/a 

 Professional environment 25.7% Between 7-8 
• Private sector 14.3% n/a 
• Media  8.6% n/a 
• Sponsors 5.7% n/a 
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Table 3. Overview table of policy themes and sub-themes of factors that influence 
international tennis success. 

 
Theme 1st level sub-themes 2nd level sub-themes 
Financial support  
(15, 8, 6) 

Budget of the NTA  Having an international tournament with 
income for the NTA  

Government support   
Budget for elite sport   
Budget for mass participation   
Budget of private programs  
Budget from sponsors 

  

Structure and 
organisation  
(17, 17, 10) 

Organisation of the NTA   
Structure of the NTA   
HRM People management   
Administration/bureaucracy   
Consistency/alignment   
Decentralised organisation  Cooperation with regions  
Integration   
Strategy/Planning  
Governance  Continuity when board of directors changes  

    Leadership of the NTA  
Tennis 
participation  
(18, 8, 10) 

Accessibility of tennis  Low Cost of tennis 
Good tennis clubs implementing grassroots programs  
High number of players   
Tennis promotion   
Grassroots program   
Tennis at school    

Talent 
identification and 
development  
(21, 14, 5) 

Talent identification    
Talent development  Programs  
  Support  

- Training and coaching support  
- Financial support   
- Competition support  

  Pathways (Entry and exit points)  
  Flexible school system  
  Collective training environments  
  Formation of young players  
  Long term development plan  
  Solid elite sport pyramid  
  Ranking system  
  Player development criteria  
  Support for transitioning players  

Athletic and post-
career support  
(3, 0, 5) 

Athletic support  Training and coaching support 
Financial support  

  Too much assistance for players  
  Assistance for players in international 

competitions  
Post-career support  Bad influence from former elite players  
  Not enough input former players  

Coaching provision 
and education  
(29, 20, 9) 

Coaching provision  Good quality skilled coaches  
- Certified coaches  
- Pool of elite coaches  
- Specialists/coaches for talented players  

  Number of coaches  
  Former elite players as coaches  
  Relationship between coaches  
  Lack of support for local/regional coaches  
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Coaches education  Clear coach philosophy  
  Clear pathway  
  Communication with coaches  
  Coaches workshops  
  Lack of strong certification  

Competition  
(24, 16, 6) 

Competition structure in own 
country  
 

National competition 
- Competition and tournaments at all levels  
- Senior competition  
- Junior competition  
- Quality competition  
- Quantity competition 
- Team competitions  

   International competition  
- Organisation international competition  
- Quantity tournaments  
- Quality tournaments  
- Junior competition  
- Senior competition  

   Competitions on all surfaces  
  Access to competition 
  Competitive environment  
  Participation at international 

competitions  
Send best players to international competitions 

Training facilities  
(16, 4, 6) 

Availability (number of courts/facilities) 
Access to facilities 
A national training centre owned by NTA 
Developed tennis academies 
Low cost of training facilities 
Availability of different surfaces 
Funds for renovation and building of facilities 

Scientific research  
(5, 4, 1) 

Know how    
Player development criteria backed by research  
Exchange with the rest of the world  

The numbers in brackets in the first column indicate the number of experts who referred to this for each 
question; the first number refers to important factors (Q1), the second and third refer respectively to a 
strength (Q2) or weakness (Q3) 
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Table 4. Overview table of contextual themes and sub-themes that influence international 
tennis success. 
 
Theme 1st level sub-theme 2nd level sub-theme 
Culture  
(21, 9, 14) 

Tennis culture  Performance of elite players  
  Role models  
  History of success  
  Importance of tennis in a country  
Overall sporting culture   
School culture    

Commercial 
environment  
(9, 4, 7) 

Private sector  Developed private academies and clubs  
  Avoiding too much commercial activity clubs  
  Budget of private programs  
  Buy in from the private coach  
Media  Communication with media 
 Exposure in media  
 Media promotion  
Sponsors  Communication-connection with sponsors  
  Sufficient sponsors  

The numbers in brackets in column 1 indicate the number of experts who referred to this for each 
question; the first number refers to important factors (Q1), the second and third refer respectively to 
a strength (Q2) or weakness (Q3) 
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Figure 1. Rating average on the importance of 31 SPLISS sub-dimensions according to tennis 
experts (n = 35). 
 
Note: The error bars indicate the standard deviation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Note: The error bars indicate the standard deviation 
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