
trategy is defined as “the art of
devising plans or employing plans
toward a goal.” In tennis that
means devising and employing

plans toward the goal of winning a match. The
“devising” part of this definition is the easy
part. If your opponent has a lousy backhand
and your plan is to exploit that weakness, then
your strategy is both sound and logical.

Now comes the hard part of the definition;
the part where you have to “employ” your plan
to exploit your opponent’s lousy backhand.
This is where most players get into trouble.
They think a good game, but they don’t exe-
cute a good game. They’ve just watched a pro-
fessional tennis match on TV in which the
commentators thoroughly discuss the pros
and cons of each player’s strategy, then they go
out to employ some of these same strategies in
their next USTA League match. That’s when
the confusion begins.

Let’s say your strategy is simple: to exploit
your opponent’s lousy backhand. The first
problem with that seemingly sound and logi-
cal strategy is this: if you are playing in a
USTA League match against a player with a
lousy backhand, then chances are pretty good
that you have a lousy backhand as well. If you
had a great backhand, you wouldn’t be playing
in the lousy backhand division of the USTA
League. You’d be playing in the great back-
hand division. So you need to understand your
own strategic limitations. 

Given that understanding, there you are in
the same NTRP division as this hacker whose
lousy backhand you plan to thoroughly
exploit, except he keeps hitting the ball back
over the net. Even his lousy backhand keeps
coming back. Your primary strategy isn’t
working very well so you start hitting the ball
harder, adding more power to your shots.
Only when you add more power, you end up
losing your control and missing more shots.
Then the downward spiral begins. You get
frustrated because this bum is messing up

your strategy by simply hitting the ball back
over the net, and you’re backup strategy of
adding more power is losing more points than
its winning. Finally, after trying to rip your
opponent’s head off with a forehand that sails
into the back fence, you totally amp-out and
end up losing 4 and 0 to another pusher with
a
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lousy backhand.
Can it get any worse than this? Is there anything more

embarrassing and ego-deflating than losing to another push-
er?  What the heck is the deal here? You had a great plan. Your
strategy was sound. Even your execution was good, but it did-
n’t work because your opponent kept getting the ball back.
They never missed. Even their lousy backhand kept coming
back over the net. What kind of strategy is that? Just hit the
ball back? C’mon, that’s not strategy, that’s just consistency.

BINGO! You just hit on the best of all tennis strategies -
consistency; the one strategy against which all others pale.
None of us likes to play against someone who is known for
their consistency. Yet, rather than admit that their consisten-
cy is a truly valid strategy, we would rather call them names. 

“I hate playing against pushers.” 
“I can’t stand playing against Betty. She’s such a dinker. All

she does is get the ball back over the net with those silly look-
ing strokes of hers.”

Guess what? Betty’s silly looking strokes are creating
Positive Contact (see August’s column), and Betty’s strategy is
the soundest one in tennis. You can call her all the derogatory
names you want, but the one name you should start calling
her is “smart.”

And so is her strategy. 
Why smart? Because consistency as a strategy is based on

the most fundamental thing you have to do to win in tennis.
You have to create positive contact one more time than your
opponent. In short, you have to keep getting the ball back over
the net. We’re not talking rocket science here, folks; we’re
talking contact between the ball and your racquet. Contact is
either positive or negative. The ball either goes in or it does-
n’t. If it goes in, you’re still in the point and you have the
“potential” to win. You haven’t won yet, but you haven’t lost
yet either. If the ball goes out, however, you lose. End of story.
There is nothing complicated about the fundamentals of pos-
itive and negative contact, and Betty understands something
very fundamental about the game: she wins most of her
matches simply by not losing them.

Think about it. How have you won most of your matches in
the past? How did you actually win the majority of your
points? Did you win them by hitting outright winners, or did
you win most of your points because your opponent missed
first? The soundest of all strategies lies in the answer to those
questions.

If you buy into the notion that you have to hit winners to
win, then you are buying into a big fat lie. You win in tennis
not by hitting winners, but by making positive contact one
more time than your opponent. Winners are simply the by-
product of positive contact. In other words, you can’t hit a
winner without first making positive contact. We have such a
strong desire to win that we often forget this basic sequence of
events, and we end up going for winners but failing to first
make positive contact. The end result is that our winners turn
out to be losers. 

Unfortunately, in tennis, you only get one crack at each
contact event. You either get the ball back or you don’t.
Strategically speaking, those are your bottom lines. This is not
to say that different strategies and patterns of play are not
worthwhile. They most certainly are. But beneath every strat-

egy and every pattern of play there lies the ever-present neces-
sity of positive contact. 

So what does any of this have to do with playing tennis in
the zone? 

Over the years you have all seen post match interviews
with players who were in the zone during their match. Pete
Sampras, in this year’s US Open final, said this of his winning
performance, “Well, I got in the zone there for a little bit...” 

Not much in there about strategy. 
When players who have been in the zone are asked about

their winning strategy, they generally come back with some-
thing incredibly moronic like: “Strategy? What strategy? I was
just trying to get the ball back.”

There it is again: Betty’s strategy of winning by not losing.
Even the pros use it.

When Bjorn Borg was asked about his strategy in winning
the French Open six times, he said this (in Swedish): “Ya’
sure, my strategy. I hit ball down middle. I hit ball cross-court.
They miss – I don’t.” 

Now there’s a winning strategy for you. “They miss – I
don’t.” 

Bjorn was a man of few words and fewer unforced errors.
He won just like Betty wins – by not losing. Six time French
Open champion, five time Wimbledon champion. 

Big-time, world-class strategy: “They miss – I don’t.”
Players who are in the zone are uncanny in their ability to

keep getting the ball back. They have found the dynamic bal-
ance between power and control necessary to the creation of
positive contact. The biggest problem with modern strategy is
that it favors power over control rather than a balance
between the two. So you see an overabundance of players with
perfectly good strategic plans who fail to execute because they
use too much power and not enough control. End result: neg-
ative contact, and another loss. 

Question: what would happen if instead of changing your
strategy to more power, you changed it to more control, more
consistency? What would happen if you kept getting the ball
back?

But be forewarned. If you choose to change to a strategy of
consistency, you’ll have to suffer the slings and arrows of all
the name-callers you’ll play. Of course, you could rise above
the fray and understand that consistency results from creating
positive contact and positive contact is primary to winning.
And, finally, if you still can’t shake the ego-slap of being called
a “pusher,” just take your winner’s trophy home, put in on
your mantle, and read the inscription. It says: “Champion.”

The person calling you names has a trophy with an inscrip-
tion, too. 

It says “2nd Place.” 3

This article is the fifth in a year-long series on playing ten-
nis in the zone.

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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