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INTRODUCTION

Being a ball person gives youngsters the

unique opportunity to be an integral part of

top-level tennis matches, whether at the

local, collegiate, national or international

level. The experience is an exciting and

inspiring one, and it also enables young people

to perform an important service for the game

of tennis. It is essential, however, that ball

persons be well trained in order to perform

competently, so that players, officials and

spectators can concentrate on the match

without being distracted. This manual identi-

fies and teaches effective procedures for

training ball persons.

The first section of the manual presents

guidelines for the trainer. The second section

describes the specific duties of backcourt and

net ball persons and contains general guide-

lines and instructions all ball persons must

follow to attain proficiency.
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SELECTION OF BALL PERSONS

Ball persons should be tennis players. Having playing experience allows ball persons to grasp the

overall significance of their role and to be genuinely interested in the service they are performing.

Furthermore, as players, they understand tennis rules and scoring procedures.

As a general rule, youngsters should be at least 11 or 12 years of age to be ball persons. Whereas

children younger than this may be able to learn the techniques and procedures, the more mature

trainee usually responds more readily to directions, has a greater attention span and is better able to

react with confidence in unexpected situations.

The following characteristics are essential for overall competence as a ball person:

• Alertness throughout the match

• Agility and speed in moving about the court

• Proficiency in throwing and catching

• Willingness to follow instructions and accept responsibility

Recruiting enthusiastic and capable youngsters is an important step in forming a ball person

group. Recruiting should begin one or two months in advance of the tournament to allow enough

time for sufficient training. Training sessions are imperative. Never recruit and train youngsters at the

last minute, as doing so inevitably brings about awkward situations on the court, disturbing the flow

of continuous play and embarrassing the ball persons themselves.

Whereas a full ball person team consists of six youngsters, several (up to six) qualified alternates

should be available at each match. These alternates can be rotated in as necessary in order to main-

tain a full team of ball persons who are alert and in peak condition.

TRAINING BALL PERSONS

Effective training calls for a structured, on-court program that takes place well in advance of the

matches in which the ball persons will participate. To learn techniques and procedures, trainees need

to work through a simulated match, complete with two players and a person thoroughly familiar with

officiating procedures acting as umpire. During this match, the trainer should spend sufficient time

explaining and clarifying individual point situations. A second match for review and further practice

should take place within a week of the first.

Ball persons must realize that they perform collectively, and team members need to work togeth-

er efficiently. A competent team performs inconspicuously. If a ball person becomes conspicuous at

any time, it usually means that he* is performing incorrectly.

*The masculine pronoun form refers to both males and females throughout this manual.
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PRE-MATCH PREPARATIONS

Before a match begins, the following preparations should be done in order that play will take place

smoothly and without unnecessary interruptions. 

Cushions—The net ball persons should have towels, pads or foam cushions to kneel on, and they

should be in place near the net before the warm-up commences. 

Balls—Ball persons should get new balls from the tournament desk and take them to the court prior

to players coming on court.

Ball Changes—The trainer should ask the umpire when ball changes will occur and advise all ball per-

sons so they will be alert and ready for these changes when announced during the match. When

announced, the net persons are responsible for promptly collecting all of the used balls and taking

them to the umpire’s stand. The umpire will usually check the new balls before giving them to the

net persons for the continuation of the match.

Positioning—All ball persons should be in position before the players come onto the court for the

warm-up period so that they can retrieve balls for the players as well as warm up themselves. 

Assignments:

Scoreboard Operation—Ball persons are sometimes responsible for scoreboard operation. It is best

to have additional ball persons for this task, but backcourt ball persons can do it if no one else is

available.

“Retriever”— In a situation in which balls are likely to bounce far from the court area, assign a

“retriever” to return such balls to the on-court ball person. This system permits all ball persons to

remain in their regular positions throughout play.
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POSITIONING OF FULL TEAM OF BALL PERSONS

Backcourt Position (Figs. 1A and 1B)

1. Stand in the corner, well outside of the court sidelines. Stand close to the wall or fence, but

do not lean against it.

2. Stand straight and motionless with feet slightly apart.

3. Keep hands behind body, holding balls not in use during the current point.

Net Position

1. Kneel outside the court sidelines beyond the net post. Before the beginning of a point, you and

the other net person can be positioned either on the same side of the net (see Fig. 1A) or on

opposite sides (see Fig. 1B).

2. While kneeling, remain motionless but ready to take off instantly to retrieve first-service faults

into the net.

3. Do not rock while kneeling in position. Rather, lean forward in order to get the fastest possi-

ble start.

4. Never lean on a ball you are temporarily holding, and never touch the net. Although you con-

tinually need to be aware of the ball during each point, keep your head still and follow the play

by moving your eyes only.

Figure 1A Figure 1B
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POSITIONING OF REDUCED TEAM OF BALL PERSONS

Sometimes a ball person group is called upon to cover a number of matches simultaneously, with-

out enough individuals to provide six ball persons for each match. In these cases, as few as three per-

sons per court may be used. This system works as follows: One ball person covers each backcourt area.

They are positioned diagonally opposite each other; neither should stand in the middle backcourt,

since this would distract the players. The net person kneels outside the net post so that he can

retrieve balls from either side of the net (see Fig. 2.) When this three-person system is used, it may

occasionally seem necessary to throw diagonally from the backcourt to the net, but experienced ball

persons can avoid doing so by appropriate anticipation.

Figure 2
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BACKCOURT BALL PERSONS’ DUTIES

At the Server’s End

1. Retrieve balls landing in the backcourt area (behind the service line) at the conclusion of

points. The net person should retrieve balls that land in the net and roll toward the back

following a first-service fault.

2. Receive balls from net persons at the conclusion of points. (Always do #1 first.)

3. Supply the Server with balls, using a gentle, overhand throw with one bounce (see Fig. 3).

4. Watch the Server carefully and give a ball to him ONLY when he indicates he wants one. Take

note of each player’s particular signal for requesting a ball and whether he wants only one ball

before each serve. Do not rush the Server.

5. If the Server does not want a particular ball, he will send it back to you. When this happens,

simply throw him a different ball.

8
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6. After the conclusion of a point and before the next point begins, you should hold one ball in

your throwing hand, ready to throw it to the Server when he indicates he wants it. Before the

match begins, you and your teammates will be instructed to use one of two arm positions

(either the position shown in Fig. 4A or that shown in Fig. 4B) until the Server is ready to serve.

If you use the arm position illustrated in Fig. 4B, you will hold any other balls you may have in

your other hand behind your back. If you have no balls, you will use the arm position shown

in Fig. 4C.

7. If a net person has a ball to relay to you at the same time the Server wants a ball, FIRST give

a ball to the Server, THEN receive the other ball from the net person.

8. Do not give the Server the ball used in the preceding point unless you have no choice or the

Server clearly indicates that he wants this ball.

9. Observe whether a Server turns toward the same corner each time for a ball. If he does, make

sure that there are at least two balls in this corner at the beginning of each point. The side to

which a Server turns for a ball may depend upon whether he is left- or right-handed.

Redistribution of the balls between the two backcourt ball persons is sometimes advisable, but

should be done as infrequently as possible.

10. Be alert at all times to special requests, preferences or idiosyncrasies the players may have.

9
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At the Receiver’s End

1. Retrieve all balls landing in the back-

court area (behind the service line) at

the conclusion of each point.

2. If the first service is called long, retrieve

the ball as quickly as possible, return to

your position, and hold the ball until the

end of the point (see. Fig. 5).

3. Upon the completion of a point, you can help the net person on your side of the court by showing

him either the ball(s) in your hands or your empty hands when he looks at you. Then start the

relay of balls by throwing parallel to the side of the court to the net person, who will continue

this relay to the ball person at the Server’s end (see Fig. 6).

Figure 6

Figure 5
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NET BALL PERSONS’ DUTIES

Throwing Between Points

1. Stand to make and receive throws between points.

2. Throw swiftly and accurately to the backcourt

persons; usually one bounce is most efficient.

3. Throw parallel to the sides of the court—do not

throw diagonally (see Fig.7).

4. Try to be aware of the location of balls at all times

so that they can be thrown to the Server’s end as

quickly as possible.

Net Duties

1. During the warm-up, do not retrieve balls that go into the net until there is a break in the

hitting.

2. Run QUIETLY across the court and pick up any ball resulting from a service fault into the net.

After picking up the ball, keep running to the opposite side, unless the ball has landed less than

one-third of the way across the court. (See Fig. 8.) In this case, return to your original position.

Hold the ball from a first-service fault until the conclusion of the point.

Figure 8

Figure 7



3. First-service faults that hit the net and roll toward the baseline are the responsibility of net

ball persons. If a ball is near the baseline area by the time you get to it, it is advisable to retrieve

it and run to a corner position. Then, at the end of the point, return to your own position.

4. At the conclusion of each point, retrieve any ball that has landed in the forecourt area (in front

of the service line), and throw it to the nearest ball person at the Server’s end. Never throw

diagonally.

5. Be aware of the location of the balls at all times and the need to get the balls to the Server’s

end as promptly as possible.

6. In order to speed up the process of getting the balls to the Server’s end, throw a ball retrieved

near the net to the nearest corner as soon as you are three-quarters of the way across the

court—but only after the point is concluded (see Fig. 9). 

7. Be aware of the fact that some players have special requests that you need to observe, such

as asking the net persons to always return to their net position after picking up the first-service

fault.

8. During changeovers, net ball persons are usually expected to stand in the alley on a slight diag-

onal opposite the players who are resting in case they need a drink, towel, etc.

12
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Relaying Balls

The net ball person is the key to the relay of balls from the Receiver’s end to the Server’s end. When

covering the Receiver’s court and a point has just been concluded, the net ball person must know

whether or not a backcourt ball person is holding a ball that needs to get to the Server’s end. At this

time, the net ball person should establish eye contact with the backcourt ball person, who should

indicate whether or not he is holding balls by showing either the balls or empty hands.

If a ball person in the opposite corner from where you are positioned at the net has such a ball,

you should quickly run to the opposite side of the net to receive and relay this ball. (If you do not run

across, he will be unable to get the ball down to the Server’s end promptly and instead will have to

continue holding it.) See Fig. 10.

The procedure of relaying balls via the net persons, rather than having the backcourt ball persons

throw end-to-end, is recommended and stressed in this manual. Although the end-to-end method is

faster because it involves the least number of throws, it does not work with ball persons who can-

not accurately throw the length of the court. Ball persons of all ages and abilities can master the

relay method with confidence.

Figure 10



GENERAL GUIDELINES AND INSTRUCTIONS

Following are general guidelines and instructions for all ball persons. They have been grouped

together to serve as a handy reference. Although the instructions in this manual cover almost all sit-

uations, ball persons must always be alert to special or unusual circumstances.

1. Arrive on time and plan to remain for the duration of the match(es).

2. Dress in neat, clean tennis clothing or whatever outfit is provided or required by the tourna-

ment committee.

During a Match

1. Never allow a loose ball to remain on the court after the conclusion of a point. The most

frequent mistake occurs when a ball stops near the service line and no one goes for it. It is

better for two ball persons to go after a ball than none. If this situation should occur, one of

the ball persons will realize that he is not needed and return to his position.

2. Except for retrieving first-service faults, never touch a ball until the point is over. A point is

over when a ball has bounced twice or hit a structure. Never assume that a ball cannot be

reached.

3. Be sure you understand exactly when balls change ends after a game.

• When players change, the balls do not.

• When the players do not change sides, the balls do.

4. If a ball bounces out of the court area, do not leave your position to go hunt for it unless it is

near by and visible. If at all possible, let someone else retrieve it and return it to you.

5. Stop all motion when the Server steps up to the baseline and is ready to serve.

14
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Throwing Balls

1. In most situations, overhand (baseball style) throws with only a small arc and one bounce are

most effective. Depending on distance, two or three bounces may sometimes be necessary.

2. Avoid throwing diagonally at all times. Throwing diagonally can distract players and is unnec-

essary if the relaying system is used.

3. Do not throw between first and second serves under any circumstances.

Retrieving

After retrieving a ball, quickly return to your regular position. Occasionally, when retrieving a ball

from a distance, it is advisable to run to another ball person’s position and return to your position at

the conclusion of the next point (see Fig. 11). 

Figure 11
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TIEBREAK PROCEDURES

Important: Ball persons must thoroughly understand how a tiebreak is played before working a
match.

1. The net persons play a key role in maintaining the speedy interchange of balls throughout a

tiebreak.

2. At the start of the tiebreak, it is best to have two balls at each end of the court and two balls

at the net.

3. During the tiebreak, each net person should hold one ball during the playing of points. The

other balls should have been thrown to the Server’s end before the beginning of each point.

The system speeds up the relay of the balls to the backcourt ball persons. 

4. At the beginning of the tiebreak, the “1st Server” serves one point; next; his opponent (“2nd

Server”) serves two points; thereafter, each player serves alternately for two consecutive

points. Remember that in each series of six points the pattern of serving is 1-2-2-1. Then the

players change sides and the pattern is repeated.

5. Many times during a tiebreak, since the action is fast and the servers alternate every two

points, it is most efficient for a net person to throw a ball directly to the Server.

Keeping these guidelines in mind, the basic procedures used throughout tiebreaks are the same as

those used during the rest of the match. A cooperative effort between ball person team members,

along with speed and attentiveness, are of crucial importance.

IMPORTANT REMINDERS

NEVER speak to a player, umpire or linesman unless asked a specific question.

NEVER become involved in line disputes.

NEVER applaud or indicate, by facial expression or in any other way, your reaction to match play.

NEVER bounce or juggle balls between games, including changeovers.

As a ball person, you will enjoy the excitement of the match by being a part of the action.
Have fun!
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