Strokes and Strategy: Backhand

By Ken DeHart

[Insert video clip of Ken on backhand]

There is no one way to execute any stroke in tennis.  Look at all the different styles used by the players in today’s game. Each player will have certain idiosyncrasies, perhaps even flaws, at least as perceived by tennis technicians.   I feel the best way to teach a certain stroke is to focus on the essentials within each stroke and ensure the player is well grounded in those essentials, an awareness of balance and strategy  Let’s look at some (but not all) of the essentials of the backhand, including a few of the strategy tips.

Preparation and Initial Movement

In the ready position, you’re in a neutral position (see Return of Serve). You don’t know where the ball is going, so you don’t know whether you’ll need to move to a backhand or forehand grip.  Therefore, in this neutral position, it’s important to keep your hands relaxed, loose and your feet in motion.  For a right-handed player, your left hand should support the weight of the racquet at the racquet throat, and your right hand should have a loose grip on the handle.  This way of holding the racquet allows your non-dominant hand (left hand for right-handers) to rotate the racquet towards a backhand or forehand grip.  So stay nice and loose with that right hand, perhaps letting your fingers dangle a bit rather than choking the butt of the racquet.

As your opponent prepares to strike the ball, you should be entering your split-step. As you read the ball off your opponent’s racquet, and you know it’s a backhand, you begin the execution of the unit turn (see McLennan’s Unit-Turn article for more details).  Your grip changes and your weight begins to transfers. Then the player starts to make the adjusting positioning steps with the goal of having the weight primarily on the left leg as he positions himself prior to hitting the ball.  In the setup, you will begin what we call the pre-stretch, which means you’re stretching your muscles in a spiraling, coiling manner to store energy for the shot. For the two-handed backhand, the release of this coil is what gives your shot the angular or turning momentum that generates the power in your groundstroke.  The one-handed backhand has less angular momentum, and it’s more like tossing the Frisbee without the excessive wrist motion.
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Open and Closed Stance

There are two difference setups for the backhand: an open or closed stance.  At the professional level, you’re seeing more players hit with the open stance. The open stance has the advantage of cutting down setup and recovery time, an aggressive style that is well suited for professional tennis.  However, don’t think the pros have abandoned the closed stance. When an Agassi or a Kafelnikov gets a chance to move into the court on a shorter ball, you’ll often see them hit with a closed stance. A closed stance allows players moving forward to transfer their weight into the ball better than can be accomplished with an open stance.  In the open stance, the player has to rely more on angular momentum, or the rotating or turning motion to generate power on deep or excessively wide shots.  Which setup should the club player use?  I would say it depends once again upon the depth and pace of the shot that comes from your opponent.  If the ball is hit fast and deep, you’re probably going to have to use an open stance, as you won’t have time for a closed setup.  However, if the ball is short, move in and hit that backhand with a closed stance.
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Racquet Take-Back

How far should you take the racquet back depends on how well you execute your body turn.  Typically, if you were looking directly across the net at a player hitting a backhand, you probably wouldn’t see the racquet on the backswing on the other side of the player’s body.  There are exceptions of course.  When Serena Williams, for example, really has time to setup for backhand, sometimes you’ll see that racquet on the far side of her body as she exaggerates her unit-turn.  At the same time, this large of a take-back can introduce more errors, and certainly Serena has suffered at times from generating too many unforced errors (although not necessarily for this reason alone).  

A common error is for players to take their racquet back further than their unit-turn would justify.  This creates a different swing path (more around the body) and tends to generate a wristy shot.
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Typical take-back                         Exaggerated take-back

The Swing Path

In the take-back motion, the movement of the hands should be achieved as part of the unit turn.  The racquet stays in front of your body as you turn.  If you were to trace the motion path of the racquet head it would resemble a loop or semi-loop, high on the take-back, dropping down as you turn and hit through the ball and then the racquet finishing high over the shoulder.  

The arms should generally stay close to the body.  The principle here is the same as in diving or gymnastics.  If the arms are closer to the body, there’s more speed in the body rotation than if the arms are away from the body.  

Once the rotation has begun, the racquet path should then move toward the intended target.  Then the follow-thru occurs naturally at the end of the swing with the racquet finishing high over the shoulder.
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[Insert video of one-handed swing]

How Low Should You Go?

Two things surprise you when you watch a professional tennis match.  First, you see how high over the net most shots are hit.  Whenever possible, the pros give themselves a substantial margin of error over the net.  Secondly, it’s a surprise to see how low the ground the pros are able to get in lining up their shots.  They’re able to do this because of their superior flexibility and balance, and from this low coil, they are able to explode forward and up into the shot.  In fact, the pros generate so much momentum up into the shot that their feet leave the ground during the hit and follow-thru. How low should the average club player go?  I would say as low as you naturally get.  That’s why it’s important to work on your fitness and flexibility: the more range of motion you have, the more power you can generate.
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Strategic Considerations

Cross-Court or Down the Line?

If the direction of your opponent’s ball crosses the line of your body, generally the most consistent shot is to return the ball back in the same direction (cross-court), as it’s difficult to change the direction (angle of reflection) to go down the line on a ball hit deep to you.  This principle comes from Paul Wardlaws’ High Percentage Tennis. (The exception is when receiving a short ball or a very slowly hit ball, and you have more time to move forward into your shot).

Another sound strategic principle in tennis to keep in mind is to return cross-court unless you can really hurt your opponent by going down the line. If you’re in a cross-court rally and you go down the line and don’t hurt your opponent, this opens up your court and exposes you to a cross-court winner by your opponent.

Slice or Drive?

Whether you slice or drive the ball often depends on how much time you have or your choice of tactics.  At the professional level, you see a higher percentage of driving topspin shots, as the pros setup early and are more aggressive. At the same time, more and more pros are using the slice to neutralize a point or when they need more time on a difficult shot. At the club level, players often don’t prepare early enough, which is why I recommend that club players use a slice about 40 percent of the time.  The slice is a neutralizing shot, allowing the player to negate the opponent’s offensive, change the spin of the ball, and get the rally back to neutral.  Of course anytime you have a chance to hurt your opponent or put pressure on him, the topspin drive is your most effective weapon.

Wrap-Up

In watching the pros, we are more likely to notice the shot that won the point rather than the shots that led the pro to be in the position to win the point. These set-up shots are what we really need to develop.  

Typically, club players don’t prepare or position themselves in time to hit a driving topspin shot.  You are better off mastering the slice, as this can improve both your defensive and offensive skills.  If your opponent rips a shot at your backhand and puts you on the defensive, don’t try to retake the offensive immediately.  Use your slice backhand to return the point to neutral.  The slice can also help you offensively, allowing you to take a short ball and come into net behind a low-bouncing slice approach shot.  Your opponent then has to hit up, putting you in position to win the point with your volley.  Does this mean you should favor a slice backhand?  Not at all. When you do have the time and opportunity, use your driving backhand to put pressure on your opponent.  The bottom line, then, is that club players should master both the drive and slice backhand, so they can adapt to more match play situations and adjust to different playing styles.  The more options the better.

