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ABSTRACT 
Imagine you’ve just won a Wimbledon Championship and reached the number one world 
ranking, all before the age of 18. It sounds pretty unlikely but it happens more often than 
you would think—in the international junior game, that is. But what does this type of 
success mean in relation to the professional game? Do elite juniors become elite pros? 
This article will provide some evidence on this issue by presenting the tennis specific 
research conducted during the last years.  
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INTRODUCTION  
Will a good junior become a world class pro?  
Many studies have investigated the relationship between 
junior and professional success in tennis, yet no universally 
accepted criteria exist for forecasting junior talent. A recent 
study found that competitors (both male and female) in three 
tournaments that are regarded as being among the most 
important international under-14 events—les Petits As (Tarbes), 
the French Open, and the European Championship—
subsequently achieved significantly better professional 
rankings if they progressed to a final in one of the three events 
(Brouwers, De Bosscher & Sotiriadou, 2012). Indeed, 
approximately 18% of the male winners and 22% of the female 
winners, reached the ATP and WTA Top 20, respectively.  
Similar findings are reported for results in the ITF junior (18 and 
under) competition. Separate studies into the ITF boys’ and 
girls’ circuits (Reid, Crespo, Santilli, Miley & Dimmock, 2007; 
Reid, Crespo & Santilli, 2009) revealed significant associations 
between the junior and subsequent professional rankings of 
athletes who reached an ITF year-end junior Top 20 ranking. 
However, the vast majority of variance in professional rankings 
remained unexplained in these studies, and junior ranking 
should only be considered as an indicator of professional 
success, rather than a precursor. The raw numbers suggest that 
approximately 45% of boys and girls who reach the ITF junior 
Top 20 later achieve a ranking in the ATP/WTA Top 100, with 
16% of boys and 11% of girls going on to make the ATP/ WTA 
Top 20. (Bowers et al, 2012) This compares favourably to the 
US college tennis circuit (for male players), which has been 
reported to have an 18% conversion rate from Top 10 college 
ranking to Top 100 ATP ranking (Reid et al., 2007).  
 
Junior success  
Success at the junior Grand Slams can be an indicator of future 
ATP/WTA rankings. For example, every single winner of the 
boys’ French Open title between 1980 and 2000 reached the 
ATP Top 100, and 81% reached the ATP Top 50. The US Open 
boys’ champions (35%) were the most likely to later achieve an 
ATP Top 10 ranking. More generally, 82%, 62%, and 28% boys’ 
Grand Slam winners (1980–2000) achieved a ranking in the 
ATP Top 100, 50, and 10, respectively. The girls’ French Open 
title is an even better predictor of success as a professional, 
with 100%, 90%, and 62% of winners achieving a position in 
the WTA Top 100, 50, and 10, respectively. Of all the girls’ 

Grand Slam winners (1980–2000), 91%, 80%, and 35% 
achieved a ranking within the WTA Top 100, 50, and 10 
respectively, indicating that success at this level translates to 
succes
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s on the professional circuit more readily in women’s tennis. 

 

 
 
Home ground  
Success on the professional circuit has been linked to more 
than just the rankings and results achieved in junior 
competition—it has also been associated with the court surface 
on which players predominantly develop their game. 
Researchers (Reid, Crespo, Santilli, Miley & Dimmock, 2007; 
Reid, Crespo & Santilli, 2009) have found that both male and 
female players who originate from countries in which the 
majority of junior competition is played on clay go on to 
achieve significantly higher professional tennis rankings.

 
Surface success  
These tables show the winners in the girls’ and boys’ 
Wimbledon and US Open junior championships from 1990 to 
2000, their nationalities, and the surfaces on which they 

learned to play tennis. Clay surfaces clearly predominate. 
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CONCLUSION  
For a game so rich in history, tennis is remarkably low in 
systematic and objective insight. It is a surprise to many 
industry outsiders that tennis trails other sports in 
understanding its own trends. It has been slow to embrace the 
virtues of performance analysis and this has hindered the 
extent to which the game’s stakeholders (that is, players and 
coaches) can make informed decisions both on and off the 
court. The recent rule change by the ITF to allow technology to 
be used to collect data during play demonstrates that the 
game’s governing body accepts that technology is part of 
tennis, and indeed the sport has now begun to benefit from the 
more strategic use of technology to grow its repository of game 
intelligence. The manner in which this information can then be 
leveraged to inform the coaching process represents an 
increasingly important competitive advantage in our sport.  
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