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Powerful Phrases that Can Inspire 
and Motivate Change in Players 
Turning Challenges into Opportunities with the Right Words 

 
Introduction 
 
Tennis provides a challenging and often demanding environment that can test both skills and 
character. These uncomfortable situations reveal who a player is in that moment and provide 
opportunity for growth.   
 
Coaching tennis is as much an art as it is a science. The dynamics between a coach and their 
players can be transformative, especially when faced with players who get off track during 
practice and become a hindrance to themselves and others. Troubled or troublesome players 
often test the patience and skills of even the most seasoned coaches; however, how a coach 
communicates in these pivotal moments can make all the difference.  
 
At first glance, they may seem ‘cheesy’ and ‘cliché’; however, one well-timed, powerful one-liner 
can cut through resistance, inspire reflection, and spark positive change. This document aims to 
equip coaches with a repertoire of compelling ‘power phrases’ designed to motivate, redirect, and 
empower players in challenging circumstances. 

 
 

The Power of Language in Coaching 
 
Words are more than mere sounds; they are tools that shape attitudes, direct behaviour, and 
influence the outcome of any group endeavour. In high-pressure environments such as 
competitive sports, a concise, impactful message can reach a player more effectively than 
lectures or punishments. Coaches often find that, when working with players who display 
negative attitudes, disrespect, or lack of motivation, a sharp, thoughtful power phrase can break 
through emotional barriers and prompt self-reflection. 
 

 
Key Characteristics of Effective Power Phrases 

 

• Clarity: The message is unambiguous and to the point. 

• Relevance: It addresses the specific attitude or behaviour at hand. 

• Respect: Even in tough situations, the phrase maintains the player’s dignity. 

• Challenge: It invites the player to rise above their current state. 

• Inspiration: The phrase evokes a sense of purpose or possibility. 
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Power Phrase Examples: 

Accountability and Responsibility 
• “Excuses don’t score points. What’s your next move?” 

• “Own your choices, or your choices will own you.” 

• “You can’t control the other player’s bad calls but, but you can control your effort.” 

• “Champions take responsibility—not blame circumstances.” 

 

Respect/Teamwork (Used in tennis group training) 

• “Your conduct sets the bar for everyone else.” 

• “Teams are built by people who put ‘we’ before ‘me.’” 

• “Is what you are doing helping the team or hurting it?” 

• “When you lift others, you lift yourself.” 

Effort and Work Ethic 
• “Talk less, prove more.” 

• “Effort is a choice—what are you choosing today?” 

• “Nobody outworks us—starting with you.” 

Attitude and Mindset 
• “Your attitude is your loudest statement.” (More than your skills or ranking) 

• “If you change nothing, nothing changes.” 

• “Your mind is your strongest muscle—train it.” 

• “The only limits you have are the ones you accept.” 

• “Mistakes are proof you’re trying—quitting is proof you’ve given up.” 

Handling Adversity and Failure 
• “Can you handle it?” 

• “You can’t win if you’re afraid to lose.” 

• “Who do you want to be right now?” 

• “The best lessons come from the hardest losses.” 

• “Winners are simply those who never quit.” 

• “How can this ‘oops’ help us learn today?” 

• “What can you learn from this to ‘Fail-forward’?” 

Misbehaviour 
• “You can be mad without being mean.” 

• “We do not comment on other people’s bodies.” 

• “You have already asked, and I have already answered. Sorry you don’t like the answer, 

but these are our standards.”  

• “You do not have to be friends, but you have to be friendly.” 

• “No means ‘no’,’ stop’ means ‘stop’.” 

• “Do you need help making a better choice or can you make it yourself?” 
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Practical Application: 
Guidelines for Using Power Phrases 
 
While the right phrase can make a significant difference, context and delivery are equally 
important. Here are several tips for coaches: 

• Timing: Use these at teachable moments—immediately after a mistake, in response to 

negative body language, or during motivational huddles. 

• Tone: Maintain a calm, assertive, and positive tone. Avoid sarcasm or aggression. 

• Body Language: Pair your words with steady eye contact and open posture to reinforce 

sincerity. 

• Follow-Up: Be ready to explain or expand on the message if the player is receptive, 

turning the moment into a meaningful dialogue. 

• Consistency: Use power phrases regularly as part of your coaching vocabulary so 

players recognize them as calls to action rather than personal attacks. 

 
Creating Program Cultural ‘Mantras’ 
 
Coaches can even use power phrases to create a culture within programs by highlighting them to 
inspire players to embrace shared values (the foundation of a culture).  
 
For example, in our program, we have selected certain ‘mantras’ that are displayed on a large 
wall poster. The coaches can point to these when appropriate to start conversations, help players 
adopt the values, and display the behaviours and attitudes we have chosen to wrap the program 
around, which are: 

• ‘Improvement’ 

• ‘Respect’ 

• ‘Commitment’   
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Case Studies: 
When One Line Changed Everything 

 

• The “Effort is a choice” moment: During a crucial practice, a coach notices a talented 

but distracted player coasting through drills. Quietly, the coach says, “Effort is a choice—

what are you choosing today?” The player, surprised, picks up the intensity, setting an 

example for teammates. 

 

• The “Own your choices” breakthrough: After a heated exchange between players, the 

coach addresses the instigator. “Own your choices, or your choices will own you.” The 

words linger, sparking a change in behaviour over the following weeks. 

 

• The “We before me” transformation: A star athlete fixated on individual stats receives 

a gentle reminder: “Teams are built by people who put ‘we’ before ‘me.’” Gradually, the 

player becomes more supportive, leading by action rather than self-promotion. 

 

• The “Can you Handle it?” realization: An athlete is starting to adopt a ‘victim mentality’ 

and complain about less-than-ideal conditions (poor line calls by opponents, difficult 

challenges, etc.). The coach asks ‘Can you handle it?’ The player realizes they have 

overcome challenges before and can manage this one as well. The result is a player who 

begins to believe they can handle any adversity tennis throws at them (and maybe even 

transfers that to life in general).    

 
Conclusion 
 
Coaching player behaviour is a challenge that tests character and leadership. Yet, within every 
challenge lies an opportunity for growth—for both the player and the coach. By wielding the right 
words at the right time, coaches can turn conflict into connection, frustration into focus, and 
setbacks into comebacks. The power phrases in this document serve as tools for those pivotal 
moments, helping to break negative cycles and inspire lasting change. 
 
Remember: a single sentence, spoken with conviction and care, can echo in a player’s 
mind long after the training is over. 
 

 
 
 
 


