
hat constitutes Positive
Contact in tennis? What does
it mean to create a positive
contact event between the

ball and your racquet? 
There are scores of books and videos out

about correct stroking mechanics and biome-
chanically sound techniques, and that is all
well and good, but sound stroking mechanics
and sound technique do not insure positive
contact.

Positive contact is simply a contact event
that perpetuates the life of the rally. In other
words, positive contact is any contact event
that gets the ball back over the net and into the
court. It does not have to be biomechanically
sound; it does not have to be technically cor-
rect; nor does it have to be pretty. It just has to
perpetuate the life of the rally. 

How many of you have been frustrated and
even beaten by a so-called pusher; one of
those dinkers who just keeps getting the ball
back? Drives you crazy; doesn’t it? Those
dumb-looking, ugly strokes that just keep pro-
ducing positive contact and the ball keeps
coming back over the net every time. You
know the type of player I’m talking about.
Every tennis player in the world has lost to a
dinker at some point in their tennis life, and
although we hate to admit it, there is some-
thing to be said in favor of this seemingly
detestable style of play. It works. And it works
for one very simple reason. The dinkers of the
tennis world understand that you don’t have
to be biomechanically sound to produce posi-
tive contact. It helps, but it is not mandatory.
You don’t have to have technically correct
strokes to get the ball back over the net. You
don’t have to be pretty to perpetuate the life of
the rally. You just have to produce positive
contact.

Question: how often do you win points by
hitting clean winners as compared to the
points you win by virtue of your opponent’s
mistakes? Even at the professional level, most
points are won because of errors, either forced
or unforced. Forced and unforced errors have
one thing in common; they are the result of
Negative Contact. Negative contact is simply
any contact that does not perpetuate the life of
the rally. 

If you look at the game of tennis from the
perspective of contact, then it becomes appar-
ent that the player who makes positive contact
last wins the point. Conversely, the player who
makes negative contact first loses the point.
Make enough negative contact and you end up
losing not only points, but games, sets and
matches. Continue making negative contact
and you’ll not only continue losing matches,
you’ll start losing NTRP ratings, playing part-
ners and invitations to lunch. Nobody wants to
play tennis with someone who always makes
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negative contact, no matter how pretty their
strokes.

And no matter how much you buy into the
advertising, it’s not really the ball that matters.
Nor is it the racquet that matters. What really
matters in the game of tennis is contact; more
exactly, positive contact. Keep producing pos-
itive contact and you won’t necessarily win the
match, but you certainly won’t beat yourself,
and you’ll keep getting invited to lunch.

Quantity of positive contact is what wins
matches. Get the ball back one more time than
your opponent and you win. Dinkers know
that. Sure, it’s great to hit outright winners
from anywhere on the court, don’t get me
wrong. But consistency of positive contact,
quantity of positive contact, that’s what wins
trophies. 

Now let’s talk quality of contact. This
is where sound technique and proper
stroke mechanics come into the picture.
You can produce positive contact with
the frame of your racquet, using horri-
ble, defensive, hacking, pathetic looking
swings. That would be low quality posi-
tive contact – the quality of contact we
like to attribute to the dinkers and
pushers of the tennis world. Low quali-
ty/high quantity positive contact. They
win, but they win ugly. 

You can also produce positive con-
tact with sound stroking techniques,
well-trained, professionally-tuned swing pat-
terns, and perfect footwork. This would be
high quality positive contact. Produce high
quality positive contact in extremely large
quantities and you will play just like Lleyton
Hewitt, a world class dinker.

Imagine that! The best player in the world
today is a dinker. But what makes him such an
effective dinker is the fact that he has added
sound stroke mechanics to the contact equa-
tion and evolved a game that includes both
high-quality and high-quantity positive con-
tact; an extremely potent combination for any-
one who plays the game.

If you have been following this column for
the past several issues, you might be wonder-
ing how all of this positive contact stuff applies
to playing tennis in the zone. The answer is
simple. The contact event occurs in your con-
tact zone. Positive contact occurs more often
in the front half of your contact zone, when
contact is positively timed. Negative contact
occurs more often in the back half of your con-

tact zone when contact is negatively timed (see
the April issue of Colorado Tennis).

The next time you watch a professional
match, watch it from the perspective of the
contact zone. See how well each player con-
trols their contact zone throughout the course
of the match. What you will see is that nega-
tive contact usually occurs in the back half of
the contact zone. Likewise, positive contact
usually occurs in the front half of the player’s
contact zone. This is true no matter what the
level of play from beginner to professional.

The last column (June issue) also empha-
sized the difference between the efficiency and
accuracy focusing on the ball (serial input)
versus locating the contact point on a fixed
focal plane (parallel input). 

With watching the ball, your brain receives

no direct visual information about the contact
zone until your eyes get there. In other words,
the ball often gets to your contact zone before
your eyes do. The end result of this visual error
is negative timing and negative contact. You
lose the point. Sorry. And while it seems that
your negative contact was caused by an error
in your stroke mechanics, the underlying
cause was an error in your visual mechanics.
Your eyes couldn’t keep up with the ball so
they gave your brain a load of bad informa-
tion. However, your brain doesn’t know this
information is bad. It just outputs motor
information to your body based on what it
knows, and what it knows is garbage. Guess
what? Negative contact again. You lose again.
Lunch is looking sketchy.

The human eye can get a little bit bet-
ter at watching the ball through various eye
exercises to strengthen the muscles that move
your eyes, but most club level and recreation-
al players would rather practice their stroke
mechanics rather than their eye mechanics.

Too bad, because negative timing is a direct
result of visual input errors, and the only way
to correct visual input errors is to correct your
visual mechanics. That’s the hard-core truth
about the dynamics of the human operating
system. No matter how hard you try to fix the
physical problems with your game, unless you
also fix the visual problems, you’ll never real-
ize your full potential as a player. You’ll never
put it all together. 

Playing tennis in the zone is about putting
it all together. It starts with the visual mechan-
ics of parallel processing, and parallel process-
ing is the underlying processing pattern for
your peak performance state. You reach your
full potential as a tennis player by changing
the way you input the visual information in
front of your eyes. Serial input (watching the

ball) is inefficient and inaccurate and
causes bad timing. 

Parallel input (locating the contact
point on a fixed focal plane) is not only the
most accurate input pattern known to
sports vision professionals, it is also the
input pattern into which you slip when
you slip into the zone. Anyone who has
ever experienced playing tennis in the
zone will remember several key character-
istics of the experience:

1. They saw the ball better than normal.
This is due to the ball coming into
focus as it comes into your contact
zone.

2. They concentrate better than normal. This
is due to the whole-brain state associated
with parallel processing.

3. They hit the ball better than normal. This
is due to the accurate motor output creat-
ed by accurate visual input.

The bottom line is that when you are play-
ing tennis in the zone, you create more posi-
tive contact than when you are playing tennis
in your normal performance state. And the
more positive contact you make, the less likely
you are to lose your match, your playing part-
ner or your invitation to lunch. 

This article is the fourth in a year-long
series.

February: Verbal feedback 
April: Controlling your contact zone
June: Parallel Processing & the zone
August: Positive contact & the zone
October: Strategy in the zone
December: Competing in the zone 
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