
Tip #1 - The 80% Rule of Doubles Court Coverage 

Here's the #1 mistake players make in doubles... they think their priority should be as a 

"shot maker" and not a "court position player". 

 

If you understand correct court positioning in doubles, 

you and your partner can beat superior singles 

players... for real. 

 

Get it in your head right now that your job is to 

constantly get up and join your partner at net. I don't 

care about all of the excuses you're working through 

your mind right now, the geometry of the court is 

simply begging for you and your partner to challenge 

your opponents from proper net positions. 

 

Here's the 80% rule of doubles. First of all, you two 

can never cover 100% of the court, no matter how 

quick you are and no matter how tough of a shot 

you've presented to your opponents. There's always 

some part of your court that is available to your 

opponents for their shots.  

 

You guys can cover about 80% of the court with good 

positions at net, and your job throughout the match is 

to constantly maintain that 80% coverage. Once 

you've done that, then you'll create more put-away 

opportunities on balls they hit to you.  

 

You can probably cover slightly more of the court 

and your opponents' shots with one of you up at 

net and one of you back on the baseline, but 

you'll rarely get any chances to the end the 

points with put-aways. 

 

If you and your partner are positioned correctly at the net. the shot selections and 

placements are really the easy part.  Look at the diagram to the right --->  If you and your 

partner are the server (S) and server's partner (SP), you've got positions at net where you 

can now realistically cover 80% of your court.  Those are goods odds, especially since 

you're in a great court position to take advantage of any shots your opponents hit that are 

anywhere above the top of the net (tough deep lobs excepted...). 

 

Here's the sequence... if you're starting the point on or near the baseline because you're 

either the server or the returner of serve, you've got to think of those shots as APPROACH 

shots and not opportunities to be the big "shotmaker". You can win points from time to time 

from back there, but eventually you'll end up on the losing end.  

 

Doubles players with good net positioning and average volleys will always prevail over 

doubles players (so called...!) patrolling the baseline with good groundstrokes, always... 

 

So work on your serve and return of serve as being "approach" shots. 

 

Be comfortable and take your time with your "transition" shot (the shot played after your 
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serve or return of serve as you move towards the net) and most likely played before you 

reach a good volley position inside the service line. 

 

And just get your fanny (safely & under control) up 
to net...! 

Tip #2 - The Role of the Server 

The role of the server is to play the serve as a simple 

approach shot. Remember what we discussed in Tip 

#1, getting up to net...?! 

 

That's right, the server's initial job is to attempt to join 

his/her partner up at net. It may take you two to 

three shots to be able to get there (the serve, a 

shot from between the baseline and the service 

line, maybe one more shot from the service line).  

 

The split step must be used as you work your way up 

to net. Be sure to split step just before your opponent 

hits their shot so you can receive any shot from your 

opponent's on balance. 

 

Be as efficient as possible with your movement as you 

move to join your partner at net. Serve from 

approximately 2-3 feet inside the singles sideline. 

This court position puts you exactly in the middle of 

the half of the court that you've got to cover.  

 

Make sure your toss is in front of you and slightly off 

to your racket side. If you are right handed, serve at 

about "1:00". This is a natural position to make contact and will allow you to easily move 

through the contact into the court and to play your serve as an approach shot. 

 

Play most of your serves into your opponents' bodies. Serve returners have a harder time 

getting out of the way of the serve and you'll do a better job of making it tougher for the 

receiver to approach the net off of your serve.  

 

Spread the remainder of your serves to both corners of the service box to keep the receiver 

honest. The cliche "get your first serve in" is important and relates more to you not having 

to face the pressure of getting in second serves. Take a little pace off of your normal first 

serve and increase your consistency.  

 

 

Since you're normally cross court from the ball for the first shot or two, you've got 

responsibility for balls hit between you and your partner... Once you're up at net with 
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your partner, you guys are in position to win most of the points, nice going...! 

 

   

Tip #3 - The Role of the Server's Partner 

 

Your basic job is to figure out how to get the returner 

of serve to hit their return to you. That sounds pretty 

simple, but it's an art form, and if you want to be a 

good doubles player, you'll practice how to really help 

out your serving partner. Whether you poach, fake 

poach, or fake poach and then poach, you should 

always be showing movement... 

 

In doubles, it's an advantage to be up at net. If 

you don't buy into that statement, then we've 

got some serious work to do...! 

 

The role of the server's partner is crucial to the 

success of the serving team holding serve. Either way, 

holding serve or getting broken is a team effort! Your 

initial job is to make the receiver wonder if you're 

going to poach (intercept any shots headed cross 

court back towards to your partner) or if you're 

staying put. The more distracting you are to the 

receiver, the better your partner's serve becomes.  

 

You should either poach or fake poach on every 

serve. Simply covering your alley or just 

standing quietly in the service box will not help 

your partner's ability to play his/her serve as an 

approach shot and eventually join you up at net. 

 

Your starting position is important... listen up here. Start a foot or so just inside and in the 

middle of the service line. That's right, you'll start deeper in the service box than you 

probably do now. As you hear your partner make contact with their serve, take one step 

forward and then one more step directly at your partner's serve.  

 

You'll need to split step and be ready to move towards your opponent's return of serve. 

Your forward movement immediately after your partner makes contact with their service 

toss will be a visual distraction for your opponent receiving serve.  

 

AND, most importantly, your movement will now get your feet going so you're ready to go 

get just about any shot from the receiver. Be active, be a presence...! 

 

 



Tip #4 - The Role of the Returner of Serve 

      

 

The role of the receiver is to primarily play the 

return as an approach shot... and of course, 

approaching towards the net and playing your shot 

away from the net player directly in front of you.  

 

 

We're always doing whatever we can to present our 

opponents with both of us up at net... 

 

That means focusing more on adjusting your 

position to the incoming serve so that you can move 

forward through contact and advance towards the 

service line.  

 

Once again, you'll need to split step wherever you 

are between the your baseline and service line just 

before either one of your opponents makes contact 

with your return. 

 

Even if you're facing a big server, take a position 

about one foot inside the baseline.  

 

Listen up here, this is the key to being an effective returner of serve... keep your hands 

relaxed as the server goes through their motion and react to the direction of the serve by 

turning your shoulders with your hands still very relaxed. Did you hear that? Very relaxed...  

 

Now that you're turned sideways, with your feet you want to space your self away from the 

ball just enough so you could easily move forward against the incoming serve. 

 

You challenge and put pressure on the serving team more from your court position after 

your return of serve rather than trying to hit the big return. It's inviting to go for the big 

great looking return winner, but this is a team game, and you've got to consistently 

play your return cross court to the server (allowing your partner to poach or fake-

poach) or lobbing over the server's partner. 

 

In general, play your return cross court towards the opposite singles sideline and down at 

the server's feet. If you can get the ball there AND move in close to the service line, your 

opponent will have a real problem. Be as consistent as possible, don't go for anything too 

big on your return. You'll want to lob enough to keep the server's partner from crowding the 

net and making it more difficult on you to get your return cross court.  

 

Wide serves may be the exception, you and your partner must know 

that you may have to go alley or hard at net man. 



Playing your returns of serve up the alley past the server's partner is risky 

business and not recommended except on occasion when that opponent is really 

shading towards the middle of the court too much.  

 

Learn and practice to play a drop shot return of serve for those times when your server 

opponent refuses to come up to net. Don't try to cut the drop shot with a lot of spin, just 

bump it flat and short cross court, and hustle on up to join your partner!  

 

You are going to have one very happy doubles partner...!  (our goal) 

 

 

Tip #5 - The Role of the Returner's Partner 

The role of the returner's partner is to initially evaluate their partner's return of serve. 

 

You'll adjust your court position depending on your partner's actual return of serve. Your 

returning partner's job is generally to get the return cross court and low so the ball ends up 

in front of you where you can now either poach or fake poach in an attempt to get the next 

shot from your opponent to be played to you. 

 

Stand in the middle of the service line (not the box, but the service LINE) facing the 

opposite net post. From here you can make a call on an out serve that lands behind the 

service line, and you can defend more of the court if your partner's return goes to 

the server's partner who is up at net.  

 

When you've determined the serve is good, glance at your partner's shot, not actually your 

partner, and determine the direction of the return. This advice goes against the popular 

cliche, "never look back at your partner". I want instant information on where my 

partner's return of serve is heading. 

 

If you sense the return will be picked off by the server's partner, then hold your position on 

the service line to try to help defend more of the court.  

 

If your partner has hit a short lob to an opponent's overhead (forehand side only), quickly 

back up so again you can help defend as much court as possible. If the lob is being taken by 

an opponent's backhand, don't back up, they can't do much damage with a backhand 

overhead. 

 

If your partner hits a successful cross court return, then move forward towards the net and 

directly towards the direction where the server is going to make contact with the ball. Do 

not get any closer than the middle of the service box that you're in. Look for your 

opponent's shot to go cross court and be ready to quickly make a move for it. Reach for the 

ball with your feet, not by stretching out your racket arm. 

 

And once again, your job is to show movement (poach or fake poach) and be a distraction 

to your opponents. Make them concerned of your presence and you'll create plenty of 

I am not sure I think this is the best advice, I like getting my information on my partner’s 

return by looking at the net man across from me; it could be the quick ball coming back. 



unforced errors just with your movement...!  

 

Tip #6 - Your Shot Placements 

This strategy rule is a natural law of good doubles and will help you decide on your shot 

placements most of the time. You cannot go wrong with this strategy, even if your 

opponents know your shot placement strategies. Remember the #1 rule in doubles for you 

and your partner is "court positioning"... 

 

"Deep to deep" refers to when you are at the baseline or when you have not yet 

joined your partner at the ideal net position. Shots from these positions on the 

court should be played away from one or both opponents if they are at net.  

 

If you're caught in the back court and one of your opponents is also back at the baseline, 

choose to play your shot towards that player as an approach shot and not towards their 

partner at net.  

 

If both opponents are at net and you're in the back court, deep to deep would suggest a 

lob. But, if you can drive through the weaker of the two, go for it, make them adjust to your 

pace. 

 

“Short to short”  is when you're at net and a ball has been hit to you or when you 

poach to cut off a ball directed towards your partner.  

 

If the ball hit to you is chest high or higher, your shot selection should be towards the space 

between your two opponents, "down the middle". The "middle" is a moving space 

throughout the point, and you must determine whether or not that space is a big enough 

target to play your shot. If you don't feel the "middle" is easily available to you, take that 

high shot and play it directly at the feet of one of the opponents who is also at net.  

 

IMPORTANT...! If you're up at net and the ball hit to you is lower, let's say where you have 

to hit your shot back on an upward angle, then you must not play your shot back to the 

opponent at net. If both opponent's are up at net, you can play a soft touch shot low to 

their feet (make them hit “up” to you) or a lob over their heads.  

 

You should always attempt to hit put away opportunities into any open space in the court 

rather than risking your opponent somehow getting your put away shot back in play. Don't 

get macho on this stuff, find the open spaces in the court for your put aways... there's a lot 

of available space over there...! 

 

 

 

 

 



Tip #7 - Anticipating a Lob 

Here's the basic strategy that works best in this situation. If you and your partner are up at 

net and you can see a lob is about to be hit to you... 

 

First of all, challenge your opponents to hit perfect lobs. 

 

If you think one of your opponents is about to hit a lob from their baseline, back up no more 

than your service line and DO NOT back up past the service line. If you back up too far and 

they hit a short lob, you probably won't be able to take advantage of the put away 

opportunity. 

 

Instant communication is the key even if it's obvious who's going to play the shot. 

As soon as the lob goes up, both of you should call out who's got it. Even if the 

other partner should have taken the shot on any given point, it's better in the long 

run to develop this habit of immediate communication. 

 

If the lob is deep, your job is to play it back in such a way that you can reclaim your net 

position. At some point, your return of their lob from deep in your court should be 

considered an approach shot. Whether you play an overhead, a groundstroke, or a lob, play 

your shot in such a way that you can get back up to net. 

 

Whoever has the forehand in the middle takes the lob hit between you and your partner, in 

the middle of the court.  

 

I didn't say forehand volley, just the overhead. Even if the lob is slightly on your half of the 

court and coming towards your backhand overhead (the hardest shot in the game), allow 

your partner with the forehand overhead to come over into your half of the court and 

execute the shot. Instant communication will make this situation work for you. 

 

Play most of your overheads directly between your two opponents. On occasion, you can go 

for a nice sharp angle into an alley... 

 

 

 

Tip #8 - When You Lob 

The key to defending against a medium or deep lob over you or your partner is instant 

communication of who's going to handle the shot.  

 

Don't drift back trying to figure out if you can take it or not, just make a decision 

immediately and go with that. You'd rather have the person being lobbed over actually hit a 

defensive overhead and immediately reclaim their net position. 

 

It's more important to maintain your net position rather than trying to be a hero 

Unfortunately, our tendency is to “stay back” when we lob, use 

the lob’s “air time” to move to the net. 



and knock off a great overhead from way behind the service line. 

 

If the lob is very deep and an overhead is not possible, then a lob back to your opponents is 

the best play. If you do lob, stay on the baseline only if you've hit a short lob within your 

opponent's service line that is being taken by one of them as an overhead.  

 

If you hit a deep lob over your opponents OR if you hit a short lob that is being taken as a 

backhand overhead (the weakest shot in the game), then instantly move forward towards 

the net to join your partner. (use the “air time” effectively to move back up) 

 

If your partner is the one playing the lob back to your opponents, your job is critical..., look 

back from the service line at your partner's shot and immediately evaluate the depth of 

your partner's lob. (you have time to “look back”, but get your eyes back across the net 

quickly ! your opponents will tell you what the depth of the lob is, too.) 

 

If it's a short lob that would land inside your opponent's service line, then back up as 

quickly as possible in order to help defend more of the court. If your partner hits a deep lob 

or a short lob that is being taken as a backhand overhead, then remain on the service line 

in anticipation of another lob or weak shot. 

 

If you lose this point, make sure you do so by hitting your lob deep and out and not short 

where your opponents can knock it off for a winner. Anytime your opponents put away a 

winner, it pumps them up and can be deflating for you. You'll obviously lose some points 

along the way, but with this situation you want them to think for the remainder of the 

match that you lob good and deep where they cannot get comfortable crowding the net.  

 

If you establish in their minds that you and your partner always lob deep, your opponents 

may begin to anticipate deep lobs and prematurely drift too far back towards their baseline. 

They're now ripe for a shot at their feet and you two close in looking for that pop up you can 

put away...! 

 

 

Tip #9 - Who Handles the Shot Hit Between You and Your Partner? 

Look, good doubles is all about proper court positioning, and you and your partner can 

cover a ton of court and really challenge your opponents if you know where to be on the 

court at any given moment during a point. 

 

This one is pretty basic, but often results in both partners looking at each other wondering 

who's going to take the shot as the ball goes flying between them. 

 

If you're cross court from the ball, meaning the ball is on the diagonal 
from you (for example, the ball is on your opponent's deuce court side and 

you're on the opposite deuce court side), then the ultimate responsibility 
for the shot hit between you and your partner is yours. 
 

This one is big, you and your partner need to AGREE on this one, let’s 

take indecision out of the equation! 



And remember our net positions rule..., if the ball is directly in front of you (not on the 

diagonal), then you're in the middle of your service box and moving laterally to mirror the 

position of the ball across the net from you. If you're on the diagonal from the ball, then 

you're slightly further back in your service box (about the back third of the service box) and 

trying to bisect the two extreme angles your opponent has for their shot... 

 

So, your position at net should be slightly deeper than your partner's position when the ball 

is cross court from you. You've got much more court to cover, and because you're farther 

away from the ball, you should have more time to cover the shot hit between you and your 

partner. 

Even if your partner makes a move for the shot between you, still be ready to take 

it just in case your partner cannot handle the shot.  

Here's the deal, if you're cross court from the ball, you've got the ultimate responsibility to 

cover the shot hit between you and your partner..., got it? Good! When you both are in the 

middle and the ball across from you is in the middle and it comes back to you in the middle, 

it is tough to have a hard and fast rule, so be ready to make the quick decision, generally, 

the last person to strike the ball on your side has the rhythm to be ready for this 

shot and he should take it.   
 

Tip #10 - When NOT to Hit with Pace  

Hitting the ball hard can be helpful at times, but in doubles, if you hit with too much pace at 

the wrong time, you'll lose most of those points to better doubles players. 

 

You're responsible at any given moment during the point to cover at least 50% of the court. 

You generally position yourself in the center of your half of the court to cover the two 

extreme angles an opponent may have for their next shot. 

 

Too often I see this situation... you must move out of the center of those two extreme 

angles (into an alley or in the middle of the court) to play a shot that is not a put away 

opportunity and you hit the ball too hard.  

 

For a moment in time, you're unable to recover back to the center of your half of the court 

and your opponents are taking your pace and volleying it through the opening you've just 

created. 

 

When you're pulled out of the center of your half of the court, evaluate whether or not you 

should simply play a shot with medium pace cross court low that will allow enough time to 

recover back to the center of your half of the court. Hitting a lob in these situations is a 

good idea also which will give you plenty of time to regain good court position. 

 

Hitting with pace can at times appear to be the shot of choice, but if you don't hit a winner 

and you're not positioned correctly after that shot, sorry, but you may have a problem...! 

 

 

Doubles is a beautiful game, and if played with good court positioning as your #1 priority, 

you'll be a wanted partner...! 

 

 

George has great insight on this concept, be sure to talk 

with him about it. 


