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1. Introduction
For European table tennis coaches, the term “passive game” is a very familiar
topic within the sport-specific terminology. During the 2017 ITTF Rough
Diamonds training camp in Otocec (Slovenia) the coaches attended a lecture
by Slovenian national head coach Joze Urh about this specific topic. It is
indeed very important for coaches to know how to deal with situations when
the attacking player has been pushed into a passive situation, because his
opponent has taken his chance to be aggressive and take the initiative. Also
the evolution of modern table tennis (bigger ball size, tactical evolution,
physical evolution,…) has increased the importance of this aspect of the
game.
This has made me curious about the point of view of Chinese coaches on this
subject. How do the coaches in China, the leading country in table tennis, see
this aspect of the game? Do they work on it specifically? Do they integrate it in
their training sessions? Do they also see it as a strategic game plan? Is there
a difference in approach between boys and girls? Is there a certain age where
this aspect becomes more important? What is the technical point of view on
passive shots?
From 12 November 2018 until 18 November 2018 I joined the practice of
CTTC in Shanghai with the primary goal to specifically learn more about “the
passive game” in China. Of course the fact to experience table tennis practice
on a daily basis in China is a huge experience for a young European coach as
myself. Next to my focus on passive game situations, I also intended to learn
on other different aspects of the table tennis game.
During this week at the CTTC training center in Shanghai I have followed
several coaches, for boys: Du Peng, Zheng Chaoying and Cao Ziwei. For girls
the coaches were: Li Nan, Huang Xiaojun, Chen Cheng and Cheng Lixian. Liu
Ruizhi from CTTC helped me to translate the conversations with the Chinese
coaches and organized everything for me, including my integration in the
training group.
2. Practise schedule 12/11/2018 – 18/11/2018
Monday 12 november
Tuesday 13 november
Wednesday 14 november
Thursday 15 november
Friday 16 november
Saturday 17 november
Sunday 18 november

14.15 – 17.00
14.15 – 17.00
14.15 – 18.00
14.15 – 17.00
08.45 – 11.00 (students)
08.45 – 11.30 (competition)
08.45 – 11.30

18.30 – 20.30
18.30 – 20.30
18.30 – 20.30
14.15 – 18.00
14.15 – 17.00
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Morning
- Physical warm up
- TT warm up (FH, BH)
- Counter topspin FH
- 3 points FH or FH, FH, FH (turnaround), FH (turnaround)
Must reach minimum 3 sets of 20 balls
Alternate between these 2 exercises every day
- Serve and attack
Monday, Wednesday: topspin service
Tuesday, Thursday: downspin service
- All table free to BH or Falkenberg to BH
Alternate between these 2 exercises every day

15’
10’
10’
2 x 10’

- Break

15’

2 x 10’

2 x 7’

- Multiball practice
* FH topspin all table
* FH topspin all table (feed downspin)
* FH short, 1 ball all table long
* Flick FH or BH, 2 balls free all table
* 90s endurance (2 sets), 1 time per week
Afternoon
- Physical warm up
- Service
- TT warm up (FH, BH)
- FH topspin (2 straight line, 2 cross line)
- BH on BH, change to FH (with receive flick BH)
- Short receive after free
Alternate between topspin and downspin service every day

15’
20’
5’
2 x 7’
2 x 7’
2 x 7’

- Break

15’

- Multiball practice
* Half long (topspin)
* Receive after 2 balls long all table
* Individual corrections
- Physical training

50’

30’

All the exercises are adapted to the level of the players, i.e. add irregular
factor in the exercise, add service to the exercises, variations in service
rotation,…
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Coaches Du Peng and Zheng Chaoying address the boys group before the practice.

3. The “passive game” in China
a. General (terminology, existence)
After several conversations with the Chinese coaches it was clear that the
word “passive” had a negative connotation for them. The main philosophy
for an attacking player is to play every ball in order to take back the
initiative afterwards. This is applicable after every shot in the rally, including
service and return. The concept does exist in the Chinese table tennis
philosophy, but it is a situation that needs to be avoided or solved as fast
as possible. There are also other cases where the situation isn’t avoided,
but initiative is given to the opponent in order to destabilize him and
prepare an offensive shot. Coach Zheng mentioned that the main
difference between Europe and China in this aspect is that Chinese top
players always try to stay active in the passive game and try to look for
solutions to overtake the initiative, instead of just keeping the ball on the
table with a correct technique. For him, the danger of playing too many
exercises with the focus on passive game, without trying to be active every
chance the player gets is that the player will have the reflex to stay passive
in critical match situations. The development of a player in a ‘passive’
situation should be made during the daily exercise routines.
Despite the fact that the coaches will always try to force their players to
overtake the initiative, the coaches are well aware of the fact that there are
situations where the player is forced into a passive situation and have a
strong vision of how to deal with it on a technical and tactical point of view
(with the idea of overtaking the initiative afterwards).
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b. Passive game as a tactic
As mentioned above, the idea of giving the opponent the initiative with a
long / half long service or return is a common used tactic in China. But the
coaches made it very clear that a player shouldn’t give the initiative to his
opponent just to play passive afterwards, there must be a vision behind this
action. A player can serve or return long / half long with several intentions:
- Destabilizing his / her opponent to prepare a strong counter attack.
- Effective service within the personal game plan (i.e. stronger than
opponent in backhand – backhand rally, making a service to provoke this
situation).
- Create big angles after giving the initiative, in order to force the opponent
to move away from the table.
The coaches emphasize that if a player decides to serve long or half long,
it is very important that this service is executed with high quality and
precise placement. If this is not the case, it could give the opportunity to the
opponent to push the player into a passive situation, this is why the service
practice is also a very important part of the game. It is obvious that all
different compartments of the game are linked. During this week several
service techniques were mentioned to execute this and mislead the
opponent while giving him or her the initiative. During the service training,
the coaches ask the players to have an awareness, an idea about what will
happen after a certain service. Of course this is also the case after a long
or half long service with different rotation variations, a player should always
think 2 steps ahead and prepare his or her next stroke. Also concerning
service return the coaches don’t just ask the players to push long for
example, the most important is how to execute this stroke in order to
prepare the next one (i.e. wait until the last moment to push longer or to
push against the moving direction of the opponent).
It is also important that you teach the players to play with a certain
awareness concerning his or her position, i.e. after a half long service or
return the player should stand closer to the table than he would do after a
long service or return. Also the rotation that is given to the ball has an
important influence on this. Together with the coaches we discussed about
the consequences and actions in a passive situation after playing with
different speed and rotations. The coaches will train these situations with
their players in specific multiball context, but will not develop an exercise
for this in a group session. During practice with service and free balls, the
players will face these situations and will be able to adapt to them.
The introduction of the 40+mm ball has also had an important influence on
the passive game of modern attacking players. It’s is proven that there are
longer rally’s in a match, therefore a player will have to deal with more
different situations and it is more likely that the players will face a ‘passive’
game situation. The new 40+mm ball is also a little bit slower and
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generates less spin, this gives more opportunities to the player in the
passive situation to counter the attack of his or her opponent. With the
introduction of the new 40+mm ball, the importance of the technical
execution is only getting bigger, especially in passive situations.
It is important to note that these tactics are often not permanent tactics, but
can be used as a variation within the main game plan.

Discussion with Du Peng (former youth coach Xu Xin) before the practise.

c. Exercises
According to coach Du Peng around 20% of the executed exercises
(multiball and group practice) concern the improvement of ‘passive’ game
situations. In contrary to Europe, the exercises played are often with
service, irregular and always include the transfer from a passive to an
active game situation. It is important that the player in the passive situation
overtakes the initiative every chance he or she gets. Regular exercises in
which the blocking player has to switch from backhand to forehand and
back are played as a footwork drill exercise because a weak ball into the
forehand would mean this player could overtake the initiative in a match
situation. Exercises in which both players do a footwork exercise (switching
between active and passive, i.e. backhand – middle – backhand –
forehand and then the other side does this) is never used.
During multiball practice there are many exercises in which the coach tries
to put pressure on his player with fast topspin balls and smashes. Also
here the main philosophy is to keep control over the ball, but always look
for a way to overtake the initiative. In 90% of the cases these exercises are
played with an irregular placement. Like mentioned above specific
situations after service (different rotations, angles, speed,…) are often
practiced in a multiball context. This is especially the case for older players
6
ITTF Mentorship program 2018 (The passive game in China) - Carlo Agnello (BEL)

(best cadets and juniors), for younger players it is important to practice the
basic skills under pressure and to create correct automatisms.

Service practice.

Multiball practice with Du Peng.
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Multiball practice with Cao Ziwei.

d. Technical analysis
During my stay in China I had the chance to talk about technical execution
of different strokes with the coaches, also concerning the passive game.
While discussing the technique of every stroke, we divided the technique in
3 different phases: preparation, execution and finish. We discussed about
this and also made analysis of the player during the practice. 3 important
aspects of the technical analyses came to light:
- Hitting points of the ball. When close to the table it is important that the
center of gravity of the body stays forward in order to touch the ball before
the highest point of the bounce in front of the body. But in certain specific
situations, when a player is out of position and not in balance the ball can
exceptionally be hit a little later in order to gain time and restore the center
of gravity and position afterwards to try to take back the initiative. It is very
important that the player uses his body and is concentrated on the
placement of the ball in order to get another chance to be active in the rally
afterwards.
- Position of body and racket. It is important to always keep a high racket
and stay above the table in such situations. Although here there are some
different opinions concerning the position of the racket, this has a lot to do
with the personal game style of the individual players. Certain coaches say
it is better to get back to a neutral or a neutral backhand position during a
passive situation where the opponent can make a fast attack. This because
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the transition from backhand to forehand is much faster than the transition
from forehand to backhand. Other coaches say that in modern table tennis
the players should always prepare to play a forehand topspin in every
situation, often this is the case for attacking penhold players. In this area a
lot depends on the personal style of the players and the feeling /
experience of the coach. The type of ball on which the opponent can take
the initiative will also influence this. Also here there is a significant
difference between boys and girls, girls are less likely to turn around the
backhand and make a counter topspin. But again this is very specific and
depends regarding the situation. What is common is that no matter which
option the ‘passive’ player will choose, it is important to have a quick ability
above the table with a high racket. Also the position of the body should be
in balance with the center of gravity forward in order to execute these
strokes.
- Distance from the table and position in function of the ball (after half long
ball, long ball, fast rally, different rotations, different angles,….). It is
important that you create an awareness in the mind of you player to always
think two steps ahead to place his body correct in order to play the next
ball in an attacking way.
e. Difference between boys and girls
As mentioned above (d. technical analysis) girls are less likely to turn
around the backhand in a passive game situation, this is why the position
of the racket will be more in a neutral or a neutral backhand position,
towards the middle of the table.
Coach Zheng mentioned that the quality of shots is higher in men’s table
tennis, this is why often the point is made after service, return or first ball (3
ball strategy). In women’s table tennis the quality of shots is lower and
therefore there will be longer rally’s and a different type of ‘passive game’.
Despite these differences, the coaches said they didn’t make a big
difference between boys and girls in the practice concerning the passive
game. Every player has his or her personal style (keep backhand, turn
around,…), but the main objective is always try to get out of a passive
situation and turn it into an active one.
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Girls group service practice.

4. Conclusion
It wasn’t easy to research this topic which has no clear terminology in China
like we know it in Europe, but that didn’t make it less interesting. Because of
this different terminology, communication with the Chinese coaches was not
always easy. Eventually they understood my questions and the goal of my
research, this has made it very interesting for me as it is a subject we hear
little about in Chinese table tennis.
I have a more clear idea about the Chinese philosophy when an attacking
player is pushed into a passive situation. Discussing the different technical and
tactical point of views about this subject have helped me a lot to integrate this
in my thinking about table tennis and my training sessions in Belgium.
Of course there was much more to learn during my week in China then only
the passive game. We discussed about many topics during and after the
practice, including: short game, technical and tactical evolutions in modern
table tennis, service,…. During the practice it was very interesting to follow the
Chinese coaches from close and see how the adjust the technique, this has
been very helpful to me. For me, it was also the perfect moment to discuss
about the differences between China and Europe and how we as European
coaches can improve according to the Chinese coaches.
Personally I think we shouldn’t and can not copy the Chinese system in
Europe, there is just a too big difference between both countries. But I am
convinced that we can use the knowledge to develop our own style and
integrate it in our training structures.
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Shi Zihao (vice president ITTF, Dean CTTC and former Chinese national coach) visits the
ITTF Mentorship program.
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