
omewhere along the line you have
probably heard that, in tennis, you
want to stay in the process and

stay out of the outcome. Good advice from just
about every coach and every sport psycholo-
gist in the game. 

But what, exactly, does it mean, to stay in
the process and out of the outcome? What is
the process in tennis? What is the outcome?
And how do you stay in one and out of the
other?

First of all, the process in tennis is the
action you take to create a contact event
between the ball and your racquet. Making
contact is the process in tennis. The outcome
is what happens to the ball after you make
contact. If you make Positive Contact, you get
a Positive Outcome. The ball goes over the net,
into the court. The point continues. If you
make Negative Contact, you get a Negative
Outcome. The ball goes into the net or out of
the court. The point ends. You lose.  

Contact (+) = Outcome (+) 
Contact (–) = Outcome (–)

Question: How do you stay focused on the
process and keep from focusing on the out-
come? That’s a difficult task, especially when
you are told from day-one to always keep your
eyes focused on the ball. This traditionally
accepted focal strategy creates a huge dilem-
ma in tennis. If you are always focused on the
ball, then you are locking yourself into a focal
pattern that moves you back and forth
between process and outcome. 

In other words, you can’t stay out of the
outcome if you are focused on the ball after
you hit it.

Earlier articles in this column have dis-
cussed a different focal pattern in which you
do not focus on the ball as it moves back and
forth across the net, but rather you fix the
focus of your eyes on your contact zone and let
the ball move into and out of focus as it moves
back and forth across the net. This Fixed-
Depth of Focus input pattern offers a logical
solution to the process/outcome dilemma we

all face whenever we play tennis. Not only is it
a more efficient and accurate way to use your
eyes in a fast-moving ball sport such as tennis,
it is also a visual pattern that allows you to
remain focused on the process while simulta-
neously remaining defocused from the out-
come. 

Here’s how it works. The process of making
contact in tennis involves the movement of the
ball in your direction, your countermovement
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to intercept the ball, and contact, the event
that occurs when the ball and your racquet
come together at a common point in space
and time, hopefully to create positive con-
tact. That’s the process in tennis relative to
you, and by maintaining your focus on your
contact zone you are always focused on the
area of space and time in which the process
comes to its conclusion, thus keeping you
focused on the process from start to finish.

Fixing your focus on your contact zone
does something else at the same time. It lit-
erally defocuses you from the outcome of
your shots. While you are focused on your
contact zone you are not focused on the out-
come of your shots, either good or bad. And
when you remain focally detached from the
outcome of your shots, you will also remain
emotionally detached from the outcome. 

Maintaining emotional control during
competition is a difficult task when you are
constantly focusing on the outcome of your
shots. But emotional control is one of the
primary characteristics of competing in the
zone, and the reason you are in control of
your emotions when you are in the zone is
that you are first in control of your focus. 

Think about it. Who or what is in control
of your focus when you are focused on the
ball? Whether you like it or not, the ball is in
control of your focus, not you. When you
focus on the ball, you are giving over control
of your visual and mental focus to the ball.
You are no longer in control of your own
focus. Likewise, when you focus on your
opponent, you are no longer in control of
your own focus. Your opponent is.
Furthermore, while you are focused on your
opponent, you are in your opponent’s
process, not your own. 

Another question: whose process would
you rather be in, yours or your opponent’s?
There’s no surplus of available time out
there when the ball is moving at high
speeds, so if you want to stay in your own
process, you might consider staying focally
out of your opponent’s.

Competing in the zone involves taking
control of your own focus and literally fix-
ing it on your own contact zone. This takes
practice, but as you get more adept at it, you
will find that neither the ball nor your oppo-
nent controls your focus. You do. And with
your focus locked on your contact zone, you
are simultaneously staying in the process,
while staying out of the outcome. Focally
speaking, you are killing two birds with one
stone.

The more you practice focusing on your

own contact zone, the more you will find
that you are gaining better control of your
visual and mental focus as well as gaining
better control of your emotions. Focal con-
trol and emotional control go together. You
can’t have one without the other. Nor can
you lose one without losing the other. But
like anything else in tennis, focal control
takes practice, so when you get frustrated
trying to control your focus, just remember
how frustrated you were when you first
tried to control your backhand. 

There is, however, light at the end of this
tunnel. As you get better at controlling your
focus, you will soon find that you are able to
“see” everything that occurs on the other
side of the net. You will be aware of both
your outcome and your opponent’s process
without ever focusing on any of it.
Remember, the most important event that
occurs when you are competing on the ten-
nis court occurs on your side of the net.
More specifically, it occurs in your contact
zone. By maintaining focal vigilance on
your contact zone, your chances of being
aware of the contact event are far greater
than if you are focused somewhere else.

The contact zone is where it all comes
together. The contact zone is where your
process comes to its positive or negative
conclusion and your outcome starts its pos-
itive or negative journey. The contact point
is simultaneously an omega point and an
alpha point, all rolled up into one. If you
can be focused on that point when the event
of contact occurs, you will soon come to
know the joy of playing tennis in the zone.

Good luck to you in your tennis, and
thank you for taking time to read these arti-
cles over the past year. I hope this column
has given you a chance to glimpse the rare
and beautiful experience of playing tennis
in the zone – an experience Billie Jean King
called “what the game of tennis is all about.” 

Enjoy the game.
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This is the final installment of Scott
Ford’s series on Playing Tennis in the
Zone. To read the full series, please
visit the Aréte Sports Institute’s web-
site, at www.arete-sports.com, and
click on ARTICLES.
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