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lthough the sport of tennis has changed
dramatically over the past 20 years, certain

aspects have remained constant, such as the importance of
the return of serve. In this article, we highlight what we
consider to be key fundamentals of technique for the fore-
hand return of serve. 

The technique of the forehand return has gone through
some notable changes over the past generation. Much of
this evolution is the result of dealing with the ever-increas-
ing speed of the serve in the modern game. Tactically, the
forehand return has always been used as a means to attack
the serve, particularly the second serve. This basic strategy
has not changed. However, backhand returns have
improved so much that the forehand return is often not as
intimidating as it once was. 

To illustrate the forehand return of serve, we have
chosen two of today’s top male players: Andre Agassi,
generally regarded as having the greatest return of serve
in the history of tennis, and former French Open cham-
pion Gustavo Kuerten, who has one of the game’s biggest
forehands.

Nick Saviano is the Director of USA Tennis Coaching Education.

• Both players are in the process of landing from their
split step. Agassi’s upper body is leaning slightly for-
ward, whereas Kuerten is more upright in his posture. 

• They have a wide stance with a low center of gravity,
and their knees are bent.

• They are using forehand grips.
• Note that, based on where they are standing, Agassi is

returning a first serve and Kuerten a second serve.
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• Both players have started their unit turn and their ini-
tial racquet preparation. 

• Their right foot has turned out, in the direction they are
about to move. 

• As they are turning their upper body, their left arm
comes across the body, which facilitates the turn of
the front shoulder and helps store energy in the shoul-
der and back muscles. This arm movement is a key to
early preparation.

• Both players are getting into the fully loaded position,
in which they are storing energy in their large muscle
groups (legs, hips, back, and shoulders).

• Their quick move into the fully loaded position allows
them to take a short backswing to reach that position,
from which they can readily handle and generate
power.

• Both players have a relatively small loop in their back-
swing. The turning of their upper body accounts for
much of the racket preparation to this point.

• Both players have excellent upper body posture.
• Note that Agassi has a much more pronounced turn

and a lower center of gravity.
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• Both players have excellent posture and balance.
• They take a short backswing and are positioning them-

selves for contacting the ball in the optimum location
in relation to their body.

• Note that Agassi has one of the most compact back-
swings in the game. The fact that he gets a great “load”
in the early preparation phase enables him to deal with
and generate power with such a short backswing.

• Both players display excellent dynamic balance even
though they are off the ground.

• They have their head up and focused on the point of
contact.

• Notice how both players have exploded up and into the
shot with their back leg. This propels them off the
ground and transfers their weight forward, into the
court.

• Note how little the head has moved just after contact.
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• The tremendous angular momentum (rotation) and
racket acceleration is evident. Notice how significantly
their body has uncoiled and how quickly the racket arm
has pronated, resulting in a follow-through finishing
low and to the side of the body. 

• Both players continue to maintain excellent dynamic
balance.

• The racket continues to wrap around the body as each
player finishes the stroke. From this point, the player
will immediately go into the recovery stage and pre-
pare for the next shot.

PHOTO #6 PHOTO #7



5 Vol. 6, No. 3 / 2004

TE
CH

NI
QU

E 
In these sequence pictures, we will analyze the forehand returns

of Tim Henman, Thomas Johansson and Serena Williams. More
specifically, we are looking at the forehand return as these players

are being pulled wide off the court by their opponent’s serve. Although
there are differences in these players’ respective returns, there also are
some clear commonalities.

Keep in mind that each of these players uses a different grip.
Henman is closest to an Eastern Forehand grip, Williams employs a
true semi-Western grip and Johansson is closer to a Western. These
grips likely developed because of the way these players were taught,
as well as the court surfaces on which they grew up playing. Henman
played mostly on faster court surfaces growing up (including grass),
Williams mostly on hard courts and Johansson mostly on clay. These
grips affect not only game style, but also the players’ swing path, as
can be seen in these photos of the forehand return. Henman exhibits
a shorter backswing and more of a blocking action whereas Johansson
and Williams have a more extended backswing and follow-through.

The first thing to focus on is how well-prepared all three players
are. They all utilize the split step very well, enabling them to explode
forward and sideways to the ball. It looks like Henman doesn’t expect
the wide serve as much as the other two players; therefore he’s not
able to transfer as much body weight into the shot.

Each of these players steps out with the right leg first. The photos
clearly show that tremendous leg strength is needed to be able, not
only to generate ground reaction forces, but also to be able to recover
to the middle of the court after contact. Note that although these
players are hitting a difficult return, they focus on staying as bal-
anced as possible while keeping their head still throughout the shot.
One of the things that helps all three players to achieve this balance
is the use of the left arm.

Because of the speed of the serve in the men’s game, we see that
Henman and Johansson make contact with the ball earlier than does
Williams. This gives Williams a bit more time to set up and take a
good cut at the ball.

As the players make contact it is clear that each shot has a differ-
ent purpose. Henman has a short backswing and focuses on getting
the ball back to give himself time to recover. He’s not able to provide
much force from that position, but with his excellent athletic ability,
he is looking to keep the ball low and get back into position for the
next shot. Williams and Johansson are hitting a much more forceful
shot, although Williams is set up for the quicker recovery.

Williams gets an excellent shoulder turn, followed by a quick and
strong push-off to recover. Johansson also has a very good shoulder
turn, but he looks like he’s going more for a winning shot, especially
judging by how far beyond the doubles sideline he ends up. Besides
the obvious technique differences (see comments about the grips
above), the key differences among these shots are how wide the
serves are and how well each player has anticipated the serves. All
three of these players clearly have excellent focus on the ball, superb
timing and great balance while they execute their forehand return.
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Top to bottom:
Tim Henman,

Thomas Johansson,
Serena Williams.
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