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Numbers Game

Despite a slight rise in overall tennis
participation, the industry still faces challenges.
By Peter Francesconi

W

hile the most recent
tennis participation
figures indicate an
overall increase in
the number of players in the United States for 2018—up
0.9 percent to 17.84 million—a deeper
dive into the numbers show continuing
challenges facing tennis, and the sports
industry overall.
Statistics from the Tennis Industry
Association also show that “core” players in the U.S.—those who play 10 or
more times a year—also increased, up
1.6 percent to 9.67 million players from
2017 to 2018. The number of “non-core”
players, who hit the courts up to nine
times a year, remained flat with a 0.1
percent increase.
But the challenge is at the top of the
“core” band: The important “frequent”
players (playing 21 to 49 times a year)
and “avid” players (50 or more times)
lost ground, while the lowest band of
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“regular” core players increased.
“This is a concern,” says TIA
Executive Director Jolyn de Boer,
“because core players buy nearly 90
percent of all tennis gear, lessons and
court time, and the more avid the
player, the more they contribute to the
overall tennis economy.”
This gradual trend from core participation to more casual play is prevalent
in many other sports, too, according to the Sports & Fitness Industry
Association (SFIA). Since 2013, core
participation in high-calorie-burning
activities has decreased, while casual
participation (once to twice a week) has
increased 3.4 percent on average.
“Long term, we need to see [players]
transition from casual to core participants, in order for sustained [sports]
industry growth to take hold,” says SFIA
President and CEO Tom Cove.
Another area of concern is that
overall tennis “play occasions” in the

U.S. declined 3.3 percent to 384 million
in 2018. “Core tennis players are a key
to the number of play occasions, and
on average, core players are hitting the
courts 38.7 times per year, which is
down from 40.2 times per year in 2017,”
de Boer notes.
Since 2009, play occasions in the U.S.
have decreased by nearly 22 percent—
and at the same time, avid player play
occasions have fallen by 106 million, a
decline of 31.4 percent.
Cardio Tennis and Youth Tennis
Continue to Grow
There are some bright spots, however.
In 2018, Cardio Tennis increased to 2.5
million players, a gain of 12.6 percent,
which is the largest one-year percentage increase of all the 121 “viable” sports
and activities in the Physical Activity
Council report on sports participation.
Of the 17.84 million tennis players in the
U.S., research indicates about 1.3 million
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There are some bright spots. In 2018, Cardio Tennis increased
to 2.5 million players, a gain of 12.6 percent. Youth tennis participation also
increased, to 4.64 million overall, a rise of 1.6 percent from 2017.

which may indicate that Americans are
more aware of tennis and the health
benefits the sport brings, but for one
reason or another, they haven’t 'jumped
in' yet,” de Boer says.
Equipment Sales Continue to Fall
Challenges continue on the tennis
equipment front, with racquets, strings
and balls all in decline for year-end
2018. Wholesale racquet unit shipments
decreased 4.9 percent to 2.23 million
units in 2018, continuing a decade-long
slide. Since 2008, wholesale racquet
shipments have declined nearly 51 percent, from a high of 4.53 million units.
Of note, players are waiting longer
to purchase a new racquet. In 2007,
the average player bought a new tennis
racquet every 3.7 years; now the average
player buys a new racquet every seven
to eight years.
Racquets priced under $50 have
decreased nearly 57 percent since
2008. Wholesale string shipments also
decreased, to 2.75 million units, down
2.8 percent.
Total tennis ball shipments decreased
in 2018, as well, to 103.6 million units,
down 7.4 percent from 2017—and down
a sharp 21.5 percent since 2008. Wholesale shipments of Red, Orange and
Green balls also decreased 1.6 percent,
to 4.4 million.

Pickleball Sees Growth
The TIA also tracks participation in
other racquet and paddle sports, and
participation in the sport of pickleball
increased 5.3 percent in 2018 to 3.3
million players. The data indicates that
a third of pickleball players (1.1 million)
are former tennis players. On the other
hand, of the 17.84 million tennis players,
750,000 were pickleball players first,
which shows the opportunity for these
alternate short-court platforms to act as
“feeders” to tennis.
Other racquet and paddle sports
showed participation declines in 2018,
including badminton, down 1.5 percent
to 6.34 million players; racquetball,
down 1.3 percent to 3.48 million; and
squash, down 13.9 percent to 1.28
million players.
“We all need to strive to get more
Americans active and healthy,” de Boer
adds. “Running around a court—whether a tennis court, pickleball court or
squash court—can benefit all involved.”

From tennis participation
for both adults and youths,
to sales of equipment,
TIA research for year-end
2018 shows challenges the
industry needs to address.

SHUTTERSTOCK

were Cardio Tennis players first.
Youth tennis participation also
increased in 2018, to 4.64 million overall, a rise of 1.6 percent from 2017.
Importantly, youth core players
increased 6.7 percent, to 2.83 million.
New and returning tennis players
increased about 10 percent in 2018 to
4.58 million. Since 2009, the average
for new and returning players has been
4.26 million.
However, the number of players who
stopped playing tennis in 2018 also
increased, to 4.42 million, compared to
an annual average over the last 10 years
of 4.25 million.
“We need to slow down and try to
plug the leaky bucket in tennis,” says
de Boer. “If we are able to retain just 15
percent of lost players, and also convert
latent and intermittent demand to
actual tennis play, we can add millions
more players to the game in the next
few years.”
TIA research shows that in 2018,
more than 16 million Americans expressed an interest in playing tennis—
the so-called “latent demand”—while
more than 14 million people consider
themselves tennis players but haven’t
played in the past year. Both figures are
up 4 million from 2011 research.
“The 'latent demand' for tennis has
increased for the fifth consecutive year,
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According to Tennis Industry Association research,
total tennis participation in 2018 grew 0.9 percent, from a total
Getting to
know
TENNIS
of 17.68
million
players toPLAYERS
17.84 million. in the U.S.
In 2018, total Tennis participation grew 0.9% from a total of 17.68
million players to 17.84 million players.

GENDER

1.4%

16.8%

$25,000 to $49,999

16.1%

HIGH EARNERS

13.7%
20.4%

35 to 44

40%
26%

17.0%

45 to 54

12.4%

55+

10.6%

of tennis players are ages 35+
of tennis players are under the age of 18

EDUCATION
Post-Grad Studies

17.7%

College Grad

8.0%

$

31.0%

1-3 years of College

59% of tennis players have a household income greater than
$75,000/year

2.05 million NEW players in 2018, up 1.8% from
2016.

WHERE THEY LIVE
Pacific

22.9%

South Atlantic

20.8%

East North Central

18.0%

High School Grad
1-3 years of High School

7.6%
1.1%

Education Under 18's

24.7%

WELL EDUCATED
49% of tennis players have a college
degree or higher

13.1%

Middle Atlantic

11.7%

West South Central

10.7%

Mountain

6.4%

West North Central

6.0%

East South Central

4.3%

New England

4.1%

Over 16 Million consumers are
interested in playing tennis!

17.84 Million Players!
0LOOLRQ

Play Occasions in 2018, down 3.3%
Average of 22 play occasions per player

All data sourced from 2019 Physical Activity Council Participation Study
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$50,000 to $74,999

12.6%

25 to 34

African American/Black
Asian/Pacific Islander
Caucasian/White, non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Other

41.7%
17.4%

13 to 17

69.5%

INCOME
$75,000 to $99,999

13.5%

18 to 24

Female
(45.0%)

$100,000+

6 to 12

10.8% 8.9%
9.4%

Male
(55.0%)

Under $25,000

AGE

ETHNICITY

