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Tristan Barnett and Denny Meyer. Tristan Barnett and Denny Meyer are with the statistics unit at Swinburne University.        
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Before the French Open on Monday, Tristan Barnett and Denny Meyer outline a statistical challenge to what's really exciting about tennis   

In recent years many spectators have preferred to watch women's singles tennis matches as opposed to men's singles matches, since the games are more evenly contested on serve, leading to more exciting ("important") points.   

At the Australian Open this year, the women won 55 per cent of points on serve, compared with 62 per cent for men.   

A closer look at the match statistics between genders reveals that the quality and variety of points contested by men may be more appealing to the spectator when compared with the women.   

At all four grand slams, men's matches contained a lower proportion of unforced errors and double faults. At the Australian Open this year, 4 per cent of points played by men were double faults, and 33 per cent of points played by men ended with an unforced error.   

In comparison, 6 per cent of points played by women were double faults, and 43 per cent of points played ended with an unforced error. These statistics indicate that men's tennis might actually be more exciting to watch than women's tennis.   

Unpredictability in sport often appeals to the spectator. Who will ever forget the unpredictable Goran Ivanisevic winning Wimbledon 2001 as a wildcard entry? There is evidence to suggest that men's tennis is less predictable than women's tennis.   

At the Australian Open this year, 14 seeded players made it to the fourth round in the women's draw, with nine of these players seeded in the top 10. In the men's draw, 12 seeded players made it to the fourth round with only six of these players seeded in the top 10.   

There is more variety of play in men's matches. At the Australian Open this year, 28 per cent of points played by men ended with a player at the net, compared with only 18 per cent of points played by women.   

The speed of the game is also certainly in favour of men's tennis, which may appeal to a certain audience. Men are hitting the ball harder, serving more aces and hitting more ground-stroke winners. It is often discussed how the court surface can make a big difference to the outcome of matches in the men's game. The "typical" long baseline rallies at the French Open over the next two weeks will be in contrast to the serve-and-volley tennis played at Wimbledon.   

The scoring systems used in tennis could be adjusted to allow for men's tennis matches to be more evenly contested on serve. For example, a game could require the server to win the standard four points, while the receiver might have to win only three points. However, the proportion of unforced errors and double faults in women's tennis cannot be reduced by simply altering the scoring system.   
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