
 “Un d e r s p in ” t h e  “Ot h e r  s p in ” 

De ve lop in g a  Com p e t it ive  Ga m e  wit h  m or e  We a p on s  on  Ma s s  Con fu s ion  

In  toda y’s  ga m e “tops p in ” gets  a ll th e p res s .  Clu b  p la yers  focu s  on  h ow b ig th e 
s h ots  a re a n d  h ow th ey m a ke th e ESPN h igh ligh ts .  As  a  res u lt , m os t  a ll 
p la yers  wa n t  to be like th e p ros , s o th ey go for  th e b ig tops p in  s h ot .   

However , wh en  you  lis ten  to th e ta lk  a bou t  th e grea t  p la yers  wh o h a ve p la yed  
th e ga m e you  will h ea r  a bou t  h ow well th ey p la y defen s e to s ta y in  th e poin t  or  
force th eir  oppon en ts  to p la y u n com for ta b le s h ots .   

Federer ’s  “ch ip” ba ckh a n d  retu rn  th a t  la n ds  a rou n d  th e s ervice lin e of th e 
oppon en t 's  a d  cou r t  is  dea d ly.  Th e oppon en t  m u s t  n ow m ove forwa rd  in to th e 
cou r t  to ret r ieve th is  s h ot  from  below n et  level.  Th ey m u s t  decide if th ey will 
a t tem pt  to com e to th e n et  beh in d  th eir  s h ot  or  s h ou ld  th ey ret rea t  to th e 
ba s elin e followin g th eir  s h ot .   

Wh en  a  p la yer  is  pu lled  wide on  th eir  foreh a n d , you  will often  s ee th a t  p la yer  
u s e “u n ders p in ” to n eu tra lize th e s itu a t ion  u n t il th ey ca n  recover  pos it ion  on  
th eir  s ide of th e cou r t . 

So, wh a t  is  th is  “oth er  s p in ”?  How a n d  wh en  do you  u s e it  in  p ra ct ice a n d  
m a tch  p la y? 

Th ere a re 3  ba s ic types  of “Un ders p in  Sh ots ”.  Th e n a m e a t ta ch ed  to a  
u n ders p in  ca n  ea s ily refer  to th e dep th  of th e s h ot .  Som e s h ots  will en ta il 
u s in g m ore u n ders p in  th a n  oth ers  a n d  th e a m ou n t  of u n ders p in  you  u s e ca n  
ca u s e d ifferen t  p rob lem s  for  you r  oppon en t .   

A low bou n cin g u n ders p in  ca n  m a ke it  d ifficu lt  to lift  th e ba ll deep  in to you r  
cou r t .  Th e 3  types  of u n ders p in  a re h it  from  th e s a m e ba s ic ra cqu et  pos it ion  
a n d  th erefore p rovide a  grea t  elem en t  of d is gu is e.  Th e 3  types  of u n ders p in  
a re: 

1 .  “Drop  Sh ot” refers  to a n  u n ders p in  ba ll th a t  bou n ces  clos e to th e n et , 
does  n ot  bou n ce forwa rd  very fa r  a n d  d ra ws  th e oppon en t  u p  to th e n et  
to ret r ieve th e s h ot . 

2 . “Ch ip  Sh ot” refers  to a n  u n ders p in  ba ll th a t  bou n ces  a rou n d  th e s ervice 
lin e a n d  s ta ys  low to th e grou n d  – on ce a ga in  forcin g th e oppon en t  to 
m ove forwa rd  a n d  h it  th e ba ll u p  over  th e n et . 

3 . “Slice Sh ot” refers  to a n  u n ders p in  ba ll th a t  bou n ces  n ea r  th e ba s elin e 
with  good  s peed  a n d  a  low bou n ce. 



Th e r e  a r e  7  ba s ic  r e a son s  t o  u s e  u n d e r s p in : 

1 . Dis gu is e – Ou t  of th e s a m e p repa ra t ion  pos it ion  you  ca n  h it  a n y of th e 3  
types  of u n ders p in  s h ots .  However , th e “u p” pos it ion  of th e ra cqu et  in  
p repa ra t ion  for  a n  in com in g ba ll a llows  you  to d is gu is e you r  in ten t  to h it  
a n  u n ders p in  or  tops p in  s h ot . 

2 . Defen s e - Bu y t im e, th e u n ders p in  ca n  s low down  th e s peed  of a n  
in com in g ba ll by th e a m ou n t  of s p in  you  a pp ly to you r  s h ot .  You  ca n  
a ls o s low down  th e s peed  of th e ba ll you  s en d  ba ck  to you r  oppon en t .  
Th is  ca n  ca n  bu y you  t im e to recover  or  th row off you r  oppon en t’s  t im in g.  
Th e u n ders p in  ba ll, beca u s e of th e lower  a n gle of en try over  th e n et  th a n  
th e tops p in  will ca u s e t im in g p rob lem  for  th e oppon en t  a s  well. 

3 . Ch a n ge th e rh yth m  – By u s in g th e d rops h ot  you  ca n  force a n  oppon en t  
to h a ve to ru s h  to th e n et  to get  th e s h or ter  ba ll a n d  lea ve th e s ecu r ity of 
th eir  ba s elin e.  Th is  open s  u p  a n  ea s y lob  retu rn  over  th eir  h ea d  on  th e 
n ext  s h ot .  Th e ch ip  s h ot  will h a ve a  s econ d  bou n ce low a n d  n ea r  th e 
ba s elin e a n d  often  forces  th e oppon en t  to ben d  low to p ick  u p  th e ba ll 
a n d  h it  it  u p  a n d  s h or t  to you .  Th e deeper  s lice ca n  m a ke th e ba ll 
bou n ce lower  a n d  fa s ter  a s  it  lea ves  th e cou r t  a n d  ch a n ge th e oppon en ts  
t im in g a s  th ey h a ve to a d ju s t  th eir  s h ot  from  th e n orm a l ba ll th ey h it  
a ga in s t . 

4 . Approa ch  s h ot  – a  lower  a n d  s h or ter  u n ders p in  ba ll ca n  m a ke it  d ifficu lt  
to pa s s  you  wh en  you  com e to th e n et .  Beca u s e of th e u n u s u a l s p in  a n d  
low bou n ce of th e a pproa ch in g s h ot , pa s s in g ca n  be m ore ch a llen gin g 
th a n  a pproa ch in g with  a  tops p in  th a t  s ets  u p  in to a n  oppon en t’s  s t r ike 
zon e. 

5 . Retu rn  s erve off a  very s low, s p in n y or  fa s t  s erve – th e u n ders p in  will 
h elp  you  to a void  over-h it t in g th e s low ba ll yet  a dd  a  s p in  th a t  ca n  m a ke 
it  d ifficu lt  for  you r  oppon en t .  Sp in n in g a  s p in  ba ll is  a  grea t  wa y to 
n eu tra lize a n  oppon en t’s  s h ot  a n d  th e s h or ter  u n ders p in  m otion  ca n  
m a ke it  ea s ier  to retu rn  a  fa s t  in -com in g s erve. 

6 . Defen s e off a  h igh  bou n cin g ba ll – it  is  d ifficu lt  to do m u ch  with  a  h igh  
bou n cin g ba ll th a t  is  r is in g a s  it  cros s es  you r  ba s elin e beca u s e of h eigh t  
or  s p in , es pecia lly if you  t ry to h it  a  tops p in  ba ll ba ck .  Slicin g off th e 
h igh  ba ll requ ires  lit t le effor t  a n d  lit t le ra cqu et  work  to retu rn  th e ba ll 
deep  a n d  s oft  to you r  oppon en t  or  to ch ip  it  s h or t  a n d  s ligh t ly a n gled  s o 
th ey ca n n ot  h it  a  h igh  deep  ba ll on  th e n ext  s h ot . 



7 . Offen s e - ta ke t im e a wa y by h it t in g a  fa s ter  u n der  s p in  ba ll th a t  h a s  a  
lower  a n d  s k ipp in g a pproa ch  to you r  oppon en t  m a k in g it  d ifficu lt  to get  
u n der  th e ba ll to retu rn  it  to you .  Th e ba ll will s eem  to a ccelera te a s  it  
com es  off th e cou r t  a n d  ru s h  you r  oppon en t . 

So lvin g Pr oble m s / Se llin g So lu t ion s : 

1 . Som e p la yers  s a y th ey do n ot  wa n t  to h it  u n ders p in  beca u s e th ey ca n ’t  
do it . 

a . Th is  is  n ot  to rep la ce th e s h ot  you  h a ve bu t  to a dd  a  n ew s h ot  to 
you r  ga m e s o you  will h a ve m ore wea pon s  to defea t  you r  oppon en t . 

b . All n ew s k ills  a re ch a llen gin g bu t  a n  u n ders ta n d in g or  h ow to h it     
th e u n ders p in , wh o to u s e it  a ga in s t , wh a t  it  does  to you r  oppon en t , 
wh ere to h it  it  wh en  to u s e it , wh en  to u s e it  a n d  wh y it  is  im por ta n t  
to u s e will give th em  con fiden ce to p ra ct ice it  a n d  s lowly a dd  it  to th eir  
ga m e.   

c. Us e u n ders p in  a s  a  m id -cou r t  s h or t  cou r t  wa rm  u p  s h ot  in s tea d  of 
tops p in  or  fla t  s h ots  to be a b le to keep  th e ba ll in  p la y m ore effect ively 
a ga in s t  p la yers  wh o h it  too h a rd  in  th e wa rm u p . 

d . Th is  s h ot  is  th e s a m e m otion  a s  you r  u n ders p in  volley a n d  
d rops h ot  wh ich  you  wou ld  u s e wh en  clos e to th e n et  a n yh ow. 

2 .  Th e p ros  don ’t  u s e it : 

a . Th e p ros  do u s e it  for  th e s a m e rea s on s  we wa n t  you  to u s e it : 
d is gu is e, bu y t im e, ch a n ge th e rh yth m , defen s e, a pproa ch  s h ot , 
d rop  s h ot  a n d  offen s ive a pproa ch  wh en  th e oppon en t  is  a lrea dy in  
pos it ion . 

b . Notice th a t  m ore of th e p ros  n ot  on ly u s e it  on  th eir  ba ckh a n d  bu t  
s evera l a re u s in g it  on  th e wide a n d  low foreh a n ds  a s  well to get  
th e ba ll ba ck  in to p la y s o th ey ca n  look  for  a n oth er  ch a n ce to go on  
offen s e la ter  in  th e poin t . 

c. Beca u s e a  lot  of th e ju n iors  do n ot  u s e it , th ey h a te to h it  a ga in s t  
it .  Th is  is  eviden ced  wh en  a du lts  wh o do u s e u n ders p in  p la y 
tops p in  ju n iors  a n d  th ey h a te it  wh en  th e “older” p la yers  h it  d rop  
s h ots , ch ip  s h ots  a n d  s lice a ga in s t  th em  – it  m es s es  u p  th eir  
t im in g. 

3 . I ca n ’t  h it  u n ders p in  beca u s e I u s e a  tops p in  gr ip : 



a . Don ’t  give u p  you r  tops p in  gr ip , a dd  a  n ew gr ip  to you r  ga m e s o 
you  h a ve m ore op t ion s .  Wh en  you  s ee a  rep la y of a  d rop  s h ot  by 
th e p ros , th e a n n ou n cer  will s a y, “s ee h ow h e ch a n ged  h is  gr ip  a t  
th e la s t  m in u te to h it  th e d rop  s h ot?” 

b . All th e p ros  u s e a  va r iety of gr ips  for  d ifferen t  k in ds  of bou n cin g 
ba lls , d ifferen t  h eigh ts  of in -com in g ba lls  a n d  d ifferen t  k in ds  of 
s p in s  th ey wa n t  to h it . Th is  is  t ru e on  grou n d  s t rokes  a n d  volleys  – 
ju s t  a s k  th e grea t  volley p la yers  wh a t  gr ip  th ey u s e on  volley a n d  
th ey will a s k  you , “wh a t  h eigh t  is  th e in com in g ba ll?” 

4 .  I like to p la y a n  a t ta ck in g type of ga m e: 

a . By u s in g s om e u n ders p in  in  cer ta in  s itu a t ion s , you  ca n  force wea k  
retu rn s  th a t  will a llow you  to m ove forwa rd  a n d  p la y a  m ore 
a ggres s ive a n d  a t ta ck in g ga m e. 

b . Som etim es  you r  oppon en t  is  a s  s t ron g or  s t ron ger  with  th e 
a t ta ck in g ga m e th a n  you . You  will n eed  to keep  th em  off ba la n ce to 
p reven t  th em  from  con t in u a lly a t ta ck in g you .  Pla y s om e s h ots  th a t  
force th em  to defen d  or  els e crea te wea ker  retu rn s  by u n der  
s p in n in g low a n d  s h or t  or  deep  a n d  s low s o you  ca n  go on  th e 
offen s e occa s ion a lly. 

5 .  I ca n ’t  p la y a ga in s t  s oft  h it ters : 

a . Soft  ba lls  h a ve a  down wa rd  t ra jectory off you r  ra cqu et  a n d  u s in g 
u n ders p in  h elps  to p ick  th e ba ll ba ck  u p  over  th e n et .  Un ders p in  
ca n  a ls o h elp  a void  over-h it t in g on  s low ba lls  wh ile a llowin g you  to 
p la ce th e ba ll ba ck  to you r  oppon en t  to s ta y in  th e poin t  or  ga in  a n  
a dva n ta ge th rou gh  a n  u n u s u a l s p in  or  p la cem en t . 

b . Res is t  th e u rge to “k ill” th e s h or t  a n d  s ofter  ba ll.  You  will u s u a lly 
t ry to s win g h a rder  th a n  n orm a l to pu t  th e ba ll a wa y.  If you  m u s t  
t ry to pu t  th e ba ll a wa y, wa lk  th rou gh  th e ba ll a s  you  con ta ct  it  s o 
th e power  will com e from  th e legs  a n d  n ot  th e a rm s . 

6 .  I don ’t  like to p ra ct ice a n d  u s in g n ew s h ots  m es s  u p  m y ga m e: 

a . Pra ct ice du r in g th e wa rm u p  by u s in g u n ders p in  to wa rm  u p  from  
th e s ervice lin e. Th is  is  th e a rea  you  wou ld  n orm a lly u s e it  in  a  
m a tch  a n yh ow.  Th e s h or ter  m ot ion  a llows  you  to keep  you r  h a n ds  
in  fron t  of you , s ee th e ba ll a n d  th e ra cqu et  a t  th e s a m e t im e a n d  
even  s low down  ba lls  th a t  a re too h a rd  by you r  oppon en t  in  th e 
wa rm u p . 



b . Wh en  you  retu rn  a  ba ll to you r  oppon en t  du r in g th e m a tch  s o th ey 
ca n  s erve, u s e u n ders p in  to give th e ba ll ba ck  to th em  s o th ey ca n  
s erve.  Th is  a llows  you  to p ra ct ice wh ile th e m a tch  is  in  p la y a n d  
develop  con fiden ce in  a  n ew s h ot  a t  th e s a m e t im e.  If you  ju s t  
m a de a n  er ror , retu rn in g a  ba ll to you r  oppon en t  in  a  pos it ive wa y 
h elps  to “era s e” th e er ror  a n d  rep la ce it  with  th e feel of m a k in g th e 
s h ot . 

A t ru ly grea t  p la yer  will develop  a s  m a n y wea pon s  a s  pos s ib le for  
d ifferen t  k in ds  of oppon en ts  a n d  s itu a t ion s .  Do n ot  lim it  th e growth  of 
you r  ga m e by forget t in g th e “oth er  s p in -u n ders p in ” 
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