
 

Where’s the Serve and Volley? 

Was anybody else hoping Roger Federer would serve and volley when he had his two match points at 8-7  
40-15 against Novak Djokovic in the fifth set of the Wimbledon finals this past week? Federer, who has one of 
the greatest serves in the history of tennis and seemed to win the point every time he served and volleyed, 
elected to stay on the baseline rather than to follow his serves into the net. Had he done so, I am convinced he 
would have won one of the match points and captured his record 21st Grand Slam. That was a very important 
moment in tennis history. For the record, Roger won 13 of 15 points he served and volleyed in the match. 
   
If it’s so important why aren’t more people doing it? As I watched Wimbledon on TV this past couple of weeks I 
found myself wondering why all the players do not serve and volley more. It seems like when they do they are 
successful at least as much as when they are staying back. Have you ever wondered the same thing? As an “Old 
School” serve and volley player myself, I have always found it hard to believe that staying back on the “hollowed 
grounds” was the best way to win points. Well as it turns out there is a good reason to question the current 
backcourt only mentality.  
 
Craig O’Shannessy compiles stats for the ATP, the WTA and the ITF and has come up with some astonishing 
facts. From 2002 to 2018, players went from serving and volleying 33% of the time in 2002 down to 6% of the 
time in 2018, all the while maintaining a constant success rate while doing the tactic at between 65 and 70%. 
Yes, you read that correct. Players continually did the tactic less at about a 2% decline for 16 years even though 
their success rate remained the same. Now for the kicker. Players who stayed back and rallied were on average, 
successful 46% of the time! I know you’re thinking.  
 
Wait a minute, let me get this straight. From 2002 to 2018 players won 65 to 70% of the points they served and 
volleyed no matter how much they did it, and won only around 46% of their points for all 16 years if they played 
from the back court? What? So much for the adage of sticking to a winning strategy. If you want to take it a step 
further and figure that same 2% decrease per year trend would be consistent from 1985, which I would consider 
the beginning of the end for serve and volley and the beginning of the proliferation of coaching on the tour, and 
added 2% from 2002 back to 1985, you would arrive at the near 70%. I would estimate 70% to be about right 
for that period in which I was playing on tour at the time.  
 
So why would the players on the tour today, play almost all their points from the backcourt if it is a losing 
strategy? We have all these coaches, trainers, and support staff for players and everything they do points the 
players towards perfecting the backcourt game. All you hear from players and coaches as well as the tv 
commentators and tennis articles is that with today’s racquet and string technology, combined with the 
physicality of today’s players, serve and volley is a losing proposition.  What would influence an entire industry 
to shy away from a winning strategy and promote a losing strategy. How can an entire sport get to this point? 
 
I would venture to say it is the way we are raising and teaching our young players on the court. We are not 
letting them sort things out on their own, we are telling them that they must stay in the backcourt to win 
because if they venture to the net they will lose which of course is the case when very young. This should not 
prevent us from teaching them to play the net if being at the net gives them the best chance of winning in the 
long run. But learning to serve and volley and approach to the net takes time and patience which most coaches 
and parents don’t have today. Most coaches want their players to be winners young to promote themselves as 
coaches and most parents want their child to excel at an earliest age possible. Most training centers and tennis 
academies are only interested in players who are good at early ages to promote themselves as well. While you 



may say that this makes since from a business model, it doesn’t bode well for the overall development of our 
sport. It’s all about the coach and parents and what they think will win early at the expense of what will win 
later. Other sports like football, basketball and baseball have learned not only to use statistics to develop 
strategies that help them win but how to practice and train to best utilize those strategies. At the practice courts 
at today’s clubs and training centers is all about hitting a million groundstrokes and perfecting a losing strategy 
and not about letting the players experiment and find what tactic they think will work best for them and or what 
tactic they actually enjoy playing. The problem now is that this losing backcourt strategy has been promoted 
and used for so long that the players and coaches that know how to play and teach the serve and volley tactic 
have either tired of fighting the status quo of misinformation of the last 30 years or are retired or dead. I will 
never forget playing in my first finals at a tournament in Fullerton, CA in the boys 12 and under and serving and 
volleying the entire match. I lost 6-0, 6-0 in about 40 minutes. There was a friend of my dad’s watching and 
suggested that my dad tell me to stay back and hit some groundstrokes as clearly serving and volleying was not 
working. My dad calmly turned to him and said, “That’s ok, he’ll figure it out.” And eventually I did.  

 
Hank Pfister played on the ATP TOUR from 1976 to 1988 reaching the top 20 in singles reaching the Australian 
Open singles simi-finals three times and the top 10 in doubles Winning the French Open doubles 2 times. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


