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Tennis experts' service faulted. (Home news) Peter Foster. 
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TENNIS commentators who for years have expounded knowledgeably on the psychology and tactics of the game have had some of their pet theories demolished by a Dutch academic. 

Jan Magnus, a statistician at Tilburg University in southern Holland and a keen amateur player, grew so fed up of listening to experts trotting out cliches that he decided to put them to the test. His research, which involved analysing 90,000 points from 481 Wimbledon matches played between 1992 and 1995, tested 13 truisms commonly used by the experts. 

He discovered that players are not more likely to fluff a point immediately after a double fault. Nor are players who have broken an opponent's serve more likely to lose their own serve in the next game. "You often hear the so-called experts saying a player mustn't fall into the trap of relaxing after breaking serve," Professor Magnus said. "But our research showed it made no difference at all." 

Taking the new balls or electing to serve first was also found to make no difference to the outcome of a game, despite the frequent assertion of commentators to the contrary. 

The commentators, however, do not have it all wrong. Professor Magnus found that four of the 13 cliches he tested were borne out by the numbers. They were: quality will show in the end; real champions play their best tennis at the big points; an ace is worth more than one point; and few breaks occur during the opening games of a match. 
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