
December 2020, 28th Year, Issue 82  

 

 International Tennis Federation 

www.itfcoachingreview.com 
December 2020. 28

th
 Year. Issue 82. 18-20 

ISSN 2225-4757 

https://doi.org/10.52383/itfcoaching.v28i82.15 

 

 

 

 

18 

Serve routine preparation: Benefits of a 

combination of imagery, ball bounce and 

breathing on performance 

Laurent Dominique  a & Nicolas Robin a 

a
 Université des Antilles, Pointe-à-Pitre, Guadeloupe.  

 

ABSTRACT 

 
The objective of this study was to test the benefit of consistent training in 
developing and using individualized service preparation routines composed in 
particular of motor imagery, ball bounce and breathing in order to provide 
practical recommendations to coaches. The results show an improvement in 
the percentage of first serve and effectiveness in experienced players. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Motor Imagery (MI) is a conscious process that involves mental 

stimulation of a motor action (Robin et al., 2007). It is a technique 

mostly used by coaches, in addition to actual practice, to improve 

the performance of tennis players (Guillot, Desliens, Rouyer, & 

Rogoswski, 2013). MI is done on the action that base on the 

mental representations that build from the body with sensory 

modalities or the environment such as visual images (Dana & 

Gozalzadeh, 2017; Robin & Joblet, 2018). As the MI allows to 

regulate players attention, it is frequently integrated into their 

performance routines (Le Scanff, 1999) especially in order to focus 

their attention on other elements than the technique of the stroke 

that they will perform and allow them to initiate their movement 

under standardised conditions  as possible (Jackson & Baker, 

2001). For example, before serving, it is common to see 

professional players taking a deep breath in and out or bouncing 

the ball a number of times as shown in the photo.  

 

Similarly, some players do MI before serving because this 

technique has shown positive effects on performance (Desliens, 

Guillot, & Rogoski, 2011; Fekih et al., 2020; Guillot, Genevois, 

Desliens, Saieb, & Rogowski, 2012; Mamassis, 2005). For example, 

Guillot et al. (2013) showed that the combination of physical 

practice and MI, with focus on the ball trajectory, had improved 

speed and accuracy of service. All previously mentioned elements 

lead us to think that it would be beneficial, for advance players, to 

create, stabilize and based particularly in MI use serve routines on 

an external focus. The purpose of this experiment was to assess 

the influence of a routine that prepare a serve that made up with 

of deep breathing, a number of personalized ball bounces and MI. 

METHOD 

Twenty two tennis players (M = 16.9 years) training at the HDN 

Academy in Nîmes voluntarily participated in this study. They were 

divided into 2 groups: control and imaging routine. 

PROCEDURE 

During 5 months, the players carried out 20 sessions of 1.5 hours 

during which, after the warm-up, they had to serve 25 times in 

match condition. The imaging routine group was instructed, 
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before each first serve, to use a routine made of breath in then a 

deep breath out, then a certain number of ball bounces at the 

same time as the MI which was to visualize the trajectory and the 

zone bounce of the ball. The control group did not receive any 

specific instructions. 

During the first session, players carried out the test 1:25 first serve 

in match condition. The percentage of success, the speed of the 

balls (with a radar) and the efficiency (scores ranging from “0” ball 

in the net or fault to “5” ace) of each serve were recorded by 2 

state certified coaches . At the end of the 20 sessions, the players 

took test 2 identical to test 1. 

RESULTS 

The statistical analysis performed on the speed of the balls did not 

show a significant difference between the services of the control 

group (average = 149 km / h) and those of the routine imagery 

group (average = 155 km / h) at the test. 2. 

On the other hand, the results show that the players in the routine 

imagery group improved (between test 1 and test 2) their first ball 

pass percentage by 15% while that of the players in the control 

group remained stable. In addition, the players who used the 

routine serve preparation (routine imaging group) obtained a 

higher success rate at first balls than those who did not use 

routine (control group) during test 2 (see figure below).  

Finally, the players in the imagery group improved the efficiency 

of their first serve balls between test 1 and test 2, and served 

more effectively than those in the control group in test 2 (see 

figure below). 

DISCUSSION 

This experiment was carried out to assess the effects of the serve 

routine preparation, repeated and stabilized in training in match 

conditions, combining breathing, individualized ball bounce and 

MI focused on the trajectory of the ball and the target area to 

reach. The results obtained show a significant improvement in the 

percentage and efficiency of the first serve in players who have 

benefited from an imaging routine. These results confirm those of 

previous studies which have shown the beneficial effect, in tennis, 

of combining MI with real practice both by advance players and 

beginner (Coelho et al., 2007; Guillot et al., 2012; Fekih et al., 

2020; Robin et al., 2007; Robin et al., 2019). In addition, our 

results are in line with the work of Guillot et al. (2013) who 

showed the positive effects of MI, with external focus, i.e. the 

player is asked to visualize the trajectory of the ball that he want 

to serve and the target he wish to reach. We recommend coaches 

rather to ask players to focus on the effects and consequences of 

their serve than technical stroke (Wulf et al., 2002). Finally, this 

experience underlines the benefit of integrating deep breathing 

into the MI Serve routine preparation, allowing the player not to 

focus on negative thoughts or parasitic images (Clark, Luckett, & 

Kirkendall, 2010; Jackson & Baker, 2001). On the other hand, it 

seems that the use of the bounce of the ball, whose control is 

automated, favors the use of external attentional focus during MI 

(Dominique, 2005). 

CONCLUSION 

The results of this field study, carried out under match conditions, 

show that the use of the serve routine preparation with breathing, 

individualized ball bounce and MI improves efficiency and the 

percentage of the first ball success. We recommend that coaches 

develop and generalize the use of the first serve routine 

preparation. 
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