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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness



Disclaimer I am not a doctor and this is not meant to be taken as medical advice or as a substitute for medical counseling. The information found within this book is for healthy adults only. Consult your physician before taking action on any of the information found within The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness. The information provided in this book is based upon my experience and personal interpretation of the available research. If you have any health issues or preexisting conditions, you must consult with your physician before implementing any of the information found in The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness. The information within is meant for informational purposes only and the author does not accept any responsibility for future physical injury or illness (whether real or perceived) incurred in connection with, or as a result of, the use or misuse of this book.



Copyright Copyright 2016 by FitnessWalkthrough.com. All rights reserved. This work is licensed under a Creative Commons AttributionNonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. Essentially, you are free to share this work as long as you do not alter it or use it for commercial purposes. Page 2
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Introduction
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Table tennis is the greatest sport in the world. You know it; I know it. But for whatever reason, in many countries (America, I’m looking at you!), it’s hardly considered a sport! We’ve all had that conversation….You’re going to a table tennis tournament…you mean like ping pong? Wait, you paid how much for that paddle? You have special shoes just for playing ping pong? The average person thinks of table tennis as a simple game meant for basements and college dormitories. To the uninitiated, the concept of training for table tennis is absurd. If only they knew! These “basement champions” are also the same people who show up to a legitimate table tennis club expecting to dominate and get absolutely destroyed. One of the greatest things about our sport is that qualities such as proper technique, tactics, mental fortitude, and experience far outweigh brute strength and athleticism. This is made painfully clear to me on a weekly basis as I (a fit guy in his twenties) lose routinely to men in their sixties. Page 6



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness The fact that you can line up a twelve year old girl, a fit man in his twenties, and an overweight grandfather and be unable to tell who is likely to be the best player says something to the uniqueness of our sport. This is because, above all else, table tennis is a sport of precision and skill. With the right skill-set and practice almost anyone can become a competitive club player. This is a double-edged sword, though… Having spent a lot of time in the table tennis community—both in club play and through online forums—I’ve noticed that table tennis tends to attract people who don’t have as much of a background in athletics compared to other sports. For many, table tennis is their only sport. Additionally, because such an emphasis is placed on developing skill and technique, there is a decided lack of information available regarding physical training and sports nutrition, particularly in regards to specifically optimizing table tennis performance. As a result, many table tennis players just seem to “wing it” when it comes to a proper nutrition and exercise protocols, only really addressing problems as they arise. I’d like to change that. We all know that table tennis can be played at a fairly high level without a high level of physical fitness, but just because it can doesn’t mean it should. If you want other people to take this sport more seriously then it’s time you did the same!
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The Purpose of this Guide This guide will provide you with the knowledge and tools necessary to optimize your training and nutrition for table tennis. It is not, however, about how to improve at table tennis in a specific manner, i.e., footwork drills, discussion on technique and tactics, etc. I’ll leave the discussion of those topics to those more qualified than myself. I’m just an average, intermediate-level club player who happens to have an above-average knowledge of nutrition and training. For a great in-depth book for beginners, I highly recommend checking out Greg Letts’ How to Win at Table Tennis. It’s a free download with a ton of great information!



As a certified strength and conditioning specialist (CSCS), I have spent a lot of time figuring out how to improve athletic performance in a way that is both extremely effective and safe for the average beginner/amateur athlete. Most of this guide is brand new, original content, but I have taken some posts from my fitness blog and adapted them for this book. I wanted to make a free, easy-to-reference resource for the table tennis community.



If you’d like to receive free updates to future revisions of this guide, please sign up for my mailing list here. I rarely send out emails and I never spam.
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What Most People get WRONG about Sports Training I’ve applied the principles in this book to my life and have seen measureable improvements in my game as a result. I don’t want to mislead you, however… One of the most fundamental principles of athletic training is the law of specificity. Simply put, the law of specificity states that the best way to get better at a specific skill is to practice that exact skill. So the best way to get better at table tennis is by—
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wait for it… playing more table tennis! Crazy, right? It’s such a simple concept that it’s often dismissed without much thought… And that’s precisely where a lot of people go wrong! Spend some time browsing table tennis forums and you’ll see plenty of questions about how to improve things like footwork, endurance, and power. All too often, the responses to these questions sound like something you would see in a training montage from one of the Rocky films:    



Do sprints with a weighted vest on! Set up a bunch of tires in a field and do footwork drills! Practice swinging a weighted paddle so you’ll have more power! Go for long runs to improve your endurance!
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness People feel the need to come up with these overly-complex training recommendations when really the best solution is almost always the simplest—just practice the exact thing you’re trying to improve! For instance: If you want to improve your endurance while playing table tennis, then over time you need to be increasing the amount of continuous table tennis you are playing. That will have the most direct impact on your table tennis endurance. Don’t decide to start training for a marathon as a means of increasing your cardiovascular capacity, thus increasing your endurance during a table tennis. Would there be some carryover? Of course, but how much jogging do you really do during a game of table tennis? Running will primarily make you a better runner. Likewise, doing multi-ball footwork drills with a coach or training partner is going to improve your table tennis footwork and speed much more effectively than doing tire drills and sprinting up stadium stairs will. And perfecting your technique and timing when looping will do more for your ability to add power to your shots than marginal increases in physical strength will.



I say all this to remind you that if your primary goal is to improve your table tennis skills in the fastest way possible, then your time and money are best spent playing more table tennis and hiring a coach.



In a perfect world, that’s what we all would do. Unfortunately, not all of us are lucky enough to have unlimited access to a table tennis facility along with quality training partners and the money to hire a good coach. Instead, most of us face one or more of the following scenarios:   



Limited access to table tennis facilities with no way to get more time on the table A club that is primarily “matches only” and it’s tough to find a partner to do drills You don’t have the money to pay for coaching
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You’re already a high-level player with a good coach and training regimen and you’re looking for an edge on the competition You have physical limitations that limit the amount of table tennis you can play You enjoy table tennis as a hobby but are also interested in maximizing your long-term health in a way that is safe and sustainable. You’re worried about the effects aging will have on your ability to play table tennis competitively



These players need an additional type of training—training that will complement their table tennis sessions without interfering with it. Training that will “fill in the gaps” of health and fitness that table tennis doesn’t address. Training that will make them more injury-resistant. Training that will have them looking and feeling better than ever before. That is where this guide comes in! It’s about doing everything you can outside of table tennis to maximize your chances of having the physical capacity and health required to perform optimally. If this sounds interesting to you, read on. This guide is the first of its kind: A complete health and fitness guide written specifically with the needs of the table tennis player in mind!
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Why Diet Comes First



You have to get your diet and nutrition in order if you want to make any progress regarding your physical fitness. As table tennis players, most of us are at least moderately active already. The problem is, a bad diet is almost always able to outpace the effects of exercise—at least in regards to regulating bodyweight. Furthermore, as an athlete, your nutritional needs are different than that of the average person— that’s why the term “sports nutrition” exists! If you merely adopt the nutritional practices of the average person you will remain…average. Athletes need to pay attention to their macronutrient intake, meal timing, hydration, and supplementation a lot more closely than the typical person does. Regardless of whether you want to lose weight, gain weight, or simply optimize your athletic performance, proper nutrition is the foundation on which all of these goals are built.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness The problem is, while almost everyone is interested in being healthy and looking better, the science behind weight loss and exercise bores them. They’re interested in the end product not in the process. This also happens to be why we fail… We are far too passive in our acquisition of nutrition-related information. The average person’s knowledge of nutrition is usually comprised of tidbits of information picked up from friends, magazines, and news stories. As a result, their beliefs about what constitutes a healthy diet or lifestyle are a patchwork of “one-liners” drawn from commercial sources such as the media, supplement companies, and food companies. Here a few of the most popular ones: 



Breakfast should be the most important (and biggest) meal of the day







Eat smaller, more frequent meals to keep your metabolism burning







Carbs will make you fat







Most people should carefully restrict dietary cholesterol







Fat is “bad” for you and/or is “fattening”







Sugar is bad for you and toxic







Brown rice and sweet potatoes are healthier than white rice/potatoes







Gluten is bad for you







If you skip meals, your body goes into “starvation mode”







Food eaten late at night will be stored as fat



Chances are, you’ve heard of most of these. Maybe you live by a few of these and have even had success while abiding by them. The problem with these misconceptions is not their individual impact, i.e., people aren’t getting fat because they eat breakfast or because they try to avoid eating late at night; rather, it’s the overall impact of these commonly held beliefs that tend to cause problems—particularly when people are forced to restrict themselves in ways that aren’t really necessary. Page 13



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness We get bogged down with relatively minor details while missing the big picture. So, if many of the above-mentioned dietary “truths” seem familiar to you, read on... Instead of merely getting a list of “healthy” foods and “unhealthy” foods, you’re going to learn the SECRETS (and when I say secrets I really mean science, but that’s not as exciting is it?) of how your body processes the food that you give it and how to set up a diet that is optimal for your goals.
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Helms’ Muscle and Strength Nutritional Pyramid



Supplementation



Nutrient Timing and Meal Frequency



Micronutrients, Vitamins, Minerals, and Water



Macronutrients and Fiber



Energy Balance, Caloric Intake, and Rate of Weight Change



I will be framing this discussion on nutrition using the nutritional pyramid model created by Eric Helms of 3DMuscleJourney. If you prefer a video format, I highly suggest you watch his excellent video series. This method of approaching the topic of nutrition is useful because it teaches you what you need to focus on from most important to least. This will be the framework on which you will build a healthy eating pattern that is sustainable and ensures that you are properly fueled for athletic performance and recovery. Special Note: This section of the book will discuss nutrition in a fairly meticulous and thorough way. It will also provide some very specific recommendations regarding tracking your nutritional intake each day. For many of you, this level of micromanagement will not be necessary. For some, however, you may find that this is the one key area that is really holding you back. Regardless of where you fall in these two camps, please read each section carefully and decide what areas could use improvement in your diet.
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Level One: Energy Balance, Caloric Intake, and Rate of Weight Change



Supplementation



Nutrient Timing and Meal Frequency



Micronutrients, Vitamins, Minerals, and Water



Macronutrients and Fiber



Energy Balance, Caloric Intake, and Rate of Weight Change



As the foundational level, this is by far the most important thing you must learn in order to get the results you seek. If you are familiar with the Pareto Principle, it is the 20% that will produce 80% of your results. When it comes to diet and nutrition, people get caught up in details that typically don’t have a significant impact on results: Is there gluten in this? What’s the glycemic index of this carb? How much cholesterol is in this? These types of questions may have some significance in specific situations for some people, but they are not the “big rocks,” so to speak. Going back to the Pareto Principle, these are the 80% of things that only have a 20% (or less) impact on your results. Until you master this foundational level of the pyramid, worrying about those other more trivial aspects of your diet is a waste of time!
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness In this section you will learn why saying that a particular food is “fattening” or “bad for you” is at best misleading, or at worst just flat out wrong. The truth is, there’s no such thing as bad foods, only bad diets. Context is important. In a nutshell, this section is about your bodyweight and how to control it. Why should this matter to a table tennis player? So glad you asked…



Relative Strength: The Fast Track to Increased Athleticism Want to know a secret technique that will instantly double the number of pull-ups you can perform? Cut your legs off! Preferably with a lightsaber so the wound cauterizes and you don’t bleed out… Without the weight of your legs, pull-ups become much easier. This is because your legs are essentially “dead weight” and do not contribute anything to the movement.



Gymnasts are masters of relative strength!



Fortunately, there is a less drastic way of getting rid of dead weight… Losing fat! Getting rid of excess fat on your body while maintaining your current strength levels will improve your relative strength. Relative strength is a term used to describe the ratio between your bodyweight and your strength levels and it has been strongly correlated with increased athletic performance [1].
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Even if you do nothing else, simply getting rid of “dead weight” on your body will have a beneficial effect on your ability to perform athletically. This is all common sense, but you might be left wondering… How do I know how much fat (if any) I need to lose? This is a good question because we do need to have a certain baseline level of “essential fat” in our bodies. Dipping too low in body fat percentage can actually have a detrimental effect on your performance. Getting your body fat percentage that low, however, is generally a pretty difficult process and is not something that will happen on accident! The solution is to figure out your current body fat percentage.



Calculating Your Body Fat Percentage Using a body mass index (BMI) is not useful for the purpose of determining how much weight (if any) you need to lose because a BMI does not distinguish between the amount of fat and lean body mass on your body. Instead, you need to calculate your body fat percentage (the percentage of fat in your body compared to everything else). The American Council on Exercise provides the following chart to illustrate the range of body fat percentages: Classification Essential Fat: Athletes: Fitness: Acceptable: Obese



Women (% fat) 10-12% 14-20% 21-24% 25-31% 32% plus



Men (% fat) 2-4% 6-13% 14-17% 18-25% 25% plus



For the table tennis player, my recommendation for men is to stay within a range of 8-15% body fat and for women to stay within 16-22%. This range strikes a balance between having a healthy and sustainable level of body fat while still ensuring that you’re not carrying more weight than you need to be. This does not mean that if you are 16% body fat (men) or 23% (women), you are automatically “unhealthy” and are going to experience a huge decrease in performance! It’s just a range for you to shoot for. So how do I know what body fat percentage I have?
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Unfortunately, body fat percentages are not as easy to calculate as a BMI. You can go with a visual estimate—here’s a useful guide with pictures—or you can attempt to measure it using fat calipers, a Bod Pod, or a DEXA scan. There are other methods to calculating your body fat percentage but they tend to be less accurate so I would avoid using them. The fat calipers are by far the cheapest and easiest way of measuring. They can also be fairly accurate, assuming the person measuring you is experienced. DEXA and BodPod measurements are generally considered to be the most accurate but are also more expensive and are not widely available. In the end, regardless of what method you choose, remember that it’s just an estimate; do not get hung up on the numbers! Practical Example: Let’s say you just take a visual estimate and figure you’re around 20% body fat at a weight of 180 pounds (82 kg). This means you have about 36 pounds (16.4 kg) of fat on your body (180lbs or 82kg x .20 )… and you have approximately144 pounds (65kg) of lean body mass or fat free mass (muscle, bones, organs, tissue, etc.). If your goal was to get down to 15% body fat then you could use the following formula to calculate how much weight you’d need to lose: Lean Body Mass divided by (one minus desired body fat percentage) So… 144 pounds (65 kg) divided by [1 – 0.15] = 169.4 lbs (76.8 kg) This means you would need to lose about 10 pounds (4.5kg) in order to get to your goal of 15% body fat—assuming you maintain your lean body mass in the process. Now that you know the approximate range of body fat you should be in, how do you ensure that you are actually able to get there? In the next section you will learn exactly what causes changes in weight, and more importantly, how to control those changes.
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What Causes Changes in Weight?



Would you believe me if I told you that you could lose weight eating nothing but pizza and donuts? Sounds crazy, right? It’s not. Consider the Law of Thermodynamics: Energy is neither created nor destroyed. Now think of your body as a machine. In order for it to run you must provide it with energy. How do we do this? By eating! Pretty simple concept, right? Taking it further, if you provide your body with too much energy, it will save it for later use in its fat stores. Conversely, if you provide your body with insufficient amounts of energy, it will tap into its energy stores in order to make up the difference. This is a simplified version of why we gain or lose weight. Page 20



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness All of the macronutrients we eat—protein, carbohydrates, and fats—are merely forms of energy we call calories. Do these calories all have the exact same effect on our bodies? No. And we’ll get into that later, but first…what is a calorie anyway? A calorie is a unit of heat used to indicate the amount of energy that foods will produce in the body. That’s all calories are—units of heat energy. When people talk about calories, they are generally referring to kilocalories because that’s what we see on our nutrition labels. There was once a difference between a calorie (lower case) and a Calorie (upper case), but almost no one distinguishes between large and small calories anymore. All the foods we eat, both “healthy” and “unhealthy,” contain calories. What this means is… if all you’re concerned with is gaining or losing weight, then it doesn’t matter what kind of calories you eat, it only matters how many calories you eat. When all else is equal, your net energy balance is what determines whether or not your weight will change. Any diet that has ever worked only works because it has gotten this part right. They may have arrived at this caloric deficit through different means, but the common denominator is that they all manage to create a caloric deficit. This is why every diet is able to produce success stories despite employing drastically different protocols. The truth is, studies have shown time and time again that when caloric intake is equalized between groups, the composition of the diet itself does not matter [2][3][4][5]. And this is precisely why understanding the importance of calories is so powerful! It gives you the flexibility to eat the foods you enjoy. Think of how common it is to hear a food/food group referred to as “fattening.” This should now be a major red flag for you…after all, any food is fattening if you’ve entered a caloric surplus.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness And the opposite holds true as well. In fact, as long as you stay in a caloric deficit, you can eat nothing but Twinkies and still lose weight. Is that a healthy way to go about it? Of course not, but it does prove a point… The key is being in a deficit. So what I said earlier is true, to a point…you can eat pizza and donuts and still lose weight as long as you maintain a caloric deficit. We can all think of people who struggle with their weight in spite of eating a seemingly healthy diet with plenty of exercise. And conversely, can’t you just as easily think of someone who seems to eat nothing but junk and yet stays very lean? So what’s going on? If the quality of food alone dictated body composition, how can this be? It all comes back to calories: The people who maintain their weight eating junk food do so only because they happen to eat around their maintenance level of calories. Those who are gaining weight on a “healthy” diet do so only because they are eating above their maintenance without realizing it. The issue here is that people are REALLY bad at estimating their own caloric intake and are also REALLY bad at estimating how many calories they've burned through exercise. In one notable study, the subjects were found to be under-estimating the amount of calories they had eaten by about 50% and OVER-estimating the amount of calories burned through exercise by 50% [6]. That’s a pretty huge margin! So how can we get better at estimating our calories? By counting them. As it happens, I have created a FREE step-by-step guide on how to get started with tracking your caloric intake accurately. You can download it by clicking here.
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Calorie Counting: A Crash Course



If you have no problems regulating your weight and are happy with your current appearance and body fat percentage, then counting calories will not be necessary for you. You just so happen to naturally eat the correct amount of food. Good job! Instead, focus on consistently getting a variety of nutrient-dense foods and perhaps consider tracking for a short amount of time just to get some data on your intake. If, however, you consistently struggle to either gain or lose weight or you have more advanced physique goals (you want a six-pack), then I highly recommend you begin tracking your calories.



Before you start counting calories you need to find your total daily energy expenditure (TDEE). This will let you know how many calories to consume in order to maintain your weight. A quick Google search will provide numerous calculators, but to get in the ballpark you can multiply your bodyweight by 15. So, a 200 pound (90 kg) man might require roughly 3,000 calories to maintain his weight. To test this number, he should consume 3,000 calories a day for 1-2 weeks, weighing himself each day. If his weight stays roughly the same, then he is likely very close to or at his maintenance level intake. If it’s trending upwards, he's above maintenance; if it’s trending downwards, he's below. The next thing you must do is determine your rate of weight change. If you want to lose weight, subtract 10-20% from your maintenance level intake. Your goal should be to lose about 0.5 to 1% maximum of your total bodyweight per week—for most people this is in the 1-2lb (0.5-1 kg) range.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness If you want to gain weight, then add 10% to your maintenance level intake. Your rate of acceptable weight gain (meaning maximizing lean body mass gains while minimizing fat gains) will vary based on the amount of lean body mass you’ve already added to your frame:   



Beginners, or those who have not already gained a fair amount of muscle from resistance training, should aim for 2-3 lbs (1-1.4 kg) of weight gain per month maximum. Intermediate lifters should shoot for about 1-2 lbs (0.5-1 kg) of weight gain per month. Females should halve the above values as their muscle building potential is not as high



Remember that your TDEE is a moving target—as your bodyweight changes over time, your TDEE will change as well! If you are consistent with your diet and exercise and don’t see any changes in weight two weeks in a row, then you must adjust your calories up or down accordingly. For example, a beginner who is trying to gain 3 pounds (1.4 kg) per month should do the following;  



    



Find his TDEE and add 10% to his caloric intake Weigh himself multiple times throughout the week (daily would be even better) under the same conditions. At the end of the week average the weights. Going forward, use a weekly average to compare progress. Gaining 3 pounds (1.4 kg) per month requires an average weight gain of 0.75lbs (0.34 kg) per week Every 2 weeks he should be approximately 1.5 lbs (0.68 kg) heavier. If this rate of weight gain is achieved change nothing If the rate of weight gain is less, add 75-125 calories to daily intake If the rate of weight gain is more, subtract 75-125 calories from daily intake



Great, but how do I actually track my calories? We live in a time where it’s easier than ever to track calories. Restaurants are becoming more and more transparent with their nutritional information and the rise of smart phones, apps, and online databases have made the nutritional content of nearly any food a mere click or two away. In fact, once you get used to tracking your intake, it should only take about 5-10 minutes a day! The best way to ensure your results is to prepare most of your food yourself. This allows you to have more control over your diet and will make it easier to hit your numbers. Starting out, I highly suggest you buy a digital food scale ($10-20). It’s far more accurate than other means of measurement. Page 24



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Using a digital food scale is a lot faster and easier than most people realize… You’re already putting food in a bowl or plate, right? Now you’re just putting the food on a plate that happens to be on a scale. Over time you’ll learn what six ounces of chicken looks like and you can start eyeballing portions. The key to counting calories is to be accurate with the calorically dense stuff (starchy carbs, foods high in fat, etc.) but don’t sweat the small stuff (was that 3 cups of spinach or 4? Oh no! How many slices of cucumber did I eat?). You should use an app to record your intake. I like MyFitnessPal but there are plenty of others that will work just fine. Before going any further, I want to address some common criticisms regarding counting calories—namely that it is inaccurate, obsessive, time-consuming, and impractical… Here’s my quick response to these arguments: 



It’s inaccurate: Yes, but compared to what? Getting the exact number of calories correct is not what makes calorie counting work; rather, it’s about being consistent in the way you measure your intake and adjusting accordingly over time.







It’s obsessive: If you allow it to be…again, the point of calorie counting is not getting the precise number of calories you’ve consumed exactly correct. Measure what you can (when you can) and estimate the rest.







It’s time-consuming: With a digital food scale and access to the internet, counting calories shouldn't take more than 5-10 minutes a day. Many of the same people who balk at the idea of counting calories spend inordinate amounts of time and energy pursuing other means of losing weight while failing to see results.







It’s impractical: Calorie counting is a skill with a bit of a learning curve. Once you become good at it and have reached your goals, it can be phased out. Using the right tools, calorie counting is actually relatively quick and easy.



Remember, if you are already at a healthy body weight, then calorie counting may not be necessary for you. You will, however, likely need to eat slightly more in order to support the training that is called for later in this book. This means you should pay careful attention to your rate of weight gain: It should go up slowly each month; if you gain weight too quickly, then it means the excess weight is likely fat, not muscle. Page 25



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness If you’re having trouble controlling your rate of weight gain, then you need to consider counting calories as a temporary measure to control your intake which can then be phased out once you’ve reached your goals. Key Takeaways:  There is no such thing as a bad food, only a bad diet.  Increasing relative strength is a fast way to improve athleticism.  Optimal body fat percentage for table tennis players falls in the 8-15% range for men and the 16-22% range for women.  Your energy balance—the amount of calories you consume versus the number burned— will dictate whether you maintain, gain, or lose weight.  The rate at which you gain or lose weight is important.  To lose weight: o Subtract 10-20% from maintenance caloric intake o Aim to lose 0.5 to 1% of total body weight (or 1-2 lbs / 0.5-1 kg) per week.  To gain weight: o Add 10% to maintenance caloric intake o Rate of weight gain depends on amount of lean body mass already added to frame.  Use calorie counting as a tool to ensure correct intake and rate of weight change.
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Level Two: Macronutrient and Fiber Intake



Supplementation



Nutrient Timing and Meal Frequency



Micronutrients, Vitamins, Minerals, and Water



Macronutrients and Fiber



Energy Balance, Caloric Intake, and Rate of Weight Change



Making Sense of the Numbers and Creating a Balanced Diet: In the foundational level of the pyramid you learned that your energy balance is what determines whether you maintain, lose, or gain weight. At the end of the day, your total energy balance— calories in versus calories out—is what will have the most significant impact on your weight. So you have a total number of calories to shoot for each day, but how do you know what kinds of calories to eat? Calories come primarily from three different macronutrient sources in our diet: protein, fat, and carbohydrates. Technically, alcohol is also a unique source of calories (7 calories per gram), but it is not an essential part of a healthy diet—though it can certainly be included in moderation. So, while we have a total number of calories to shoot for each day, those calories will need to be composed of some combination of protein, fat, and carbs. For some reason, however, people love to villainize individual macronutrients: In the 1980s, fat was the enemy. After that, carbs became the bad guy—something that is still quite common to hear today. Even protein has had its time in the limelight with accusations that it causes kidney damage, cancer, and smelly farts (okay, so maybe that last one has some truth to it!). Page 27
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The truth is, all three macronutrients have a part to play in a well-balanced diet. There’s no need to feel guilty about eating something that’s fatty or high in carbs. As long as you’re consuming the correct number of calories, your body will use those foods for energy. Eating so-called “junk foods” is only a problem when you do so at the expense of meeting your nutritional needs. As long as you are eating enough fruits and vegetables, getting enough fiber and protein, and staying within your calories for the day, there is nothing wrong with enjoying some treats! This is what the USDA refers to as discretionary calories. Here’s what they have to say about them: “By carefully choosing foods with higher-nutrient densities and/or lower-energy densities,



people can meet recommended nutrient intakes while still consuming fewer calories than their daily energy needs. In this situation, an individual has a certain amount of calories left in his or her daily caloric allowance—calories that can be used flexibly, since nutrient needs already have been fulfilled. The Committee named these remaining calories discretionary calories, and defined them as the difference between total energy requirements and the energy consumed to meet recommended nutrient intakes.” [7] Again, this is why I don’t want you thinking about foods as being “bad” or “good.” If you fill your diet primarily with nutrient-dense, whole foods while paying attention to caloric density, then you should be able to eat 10-20% of your calories from whatever you like. If you have discretionary calories to spend, then you should do so guilt free! So, we have established the importance of not excluding individual macronutrients/foods, but what about the purposeful inclusion of macronutrient targets to ensure good health and performance? Setting predetermined targets for your macros is important for optimizing your performance in the gym and on the court. The following section will briefly describe each macronutrient’s purpose in your diet and will provide some specific recommendations for your daily intake.
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Protein I recommend table tennis players attempt to consume 0.8-1.2 grams of protein per pound of body weight daily (or 1.7-2.6 grams per kg). This is a bit higher than recommendations you’ll hear from sources outside of the fitness community. Here’s why… Protein, along with resistance training, helps you retain lean body mass (in other words, it helps you lose fat instead of muscle) and it tends to be more filling than either fat or carbs. Protein also has a higher thermic effect (TEF) on your body. This means your body has to burn slightly more calories in order to digest protein than it does for fat or carbs. These factors make it especially beneficial when dieting. Protein also is used by your body to build and repair tissue, making it important for recovery from exercise. There are definite downsides in getting too little protein; thus, I prefer to err on the side of caution and recommend a slightly higher intake. Remember, you don’t necessarily have to eat a bunch of meat to get your protein!



Fat



I hope you realize by now that fat (the macronutrient) doesn’t make you fat. Fat is an important (essential, actually) part of a healthy diet. About 15-30% of your total calories daily should come from fat. There are three main types of fats—saturated, monounsaturated, and polyunsaturated—and all three can be part of a healthy diet! Try to get a mix a fat types primarily from unprocessed, whole food sources: nuts, seeds, fatty fish, meat, eggs (with yolks), dairy, olives, avocado, coconut, etc. Page 29



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness You should also consider supplementing with fish oil (see the supplementation section for further info). Unless you eat fatty fish 2-3 times per week, it is very difficult to get the optimal amounts of Omega-3 on a regular basis. Do not go out of your way to completely avoid eating saturated fat because the cholesterol will “clog your arteries.” This is an outdated notion that is not supported by the literature [8]. Fat is more calorically dense than other macronutrients, so it’s especially important to be precise when portioning out foods high in fat.



Carbs



Carbohydrates are your body’s preferred source of energy; thus, I like to scale carbohydrate intake based on activity level—the more active you are, the more carbs you’ll need. As athletes it’s extremely important to not overly restrict carbs as they are the most efficient source of fuel for athletic performance. I don’t have a specific target for you to aim for regarding carbohydrate intake…it really comes down to personal preference and your activity level. Make sure you get enough protein and fat in your diet and then feel free to fill in the rest of your calories with carbs. Carbs get a lot of bad press these days, sugar in particular. You need to disregard the notion that carbs are inherently “bad” for you and will cause weight gain. If you are taking in the correct amount of calories, you do not need to worry about carbs “spiking insulin” and automatically Page 30



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness being stored as fat. Carbs are important for replenishing your liver and muscle glycogen stores so you’ll have energy for future activity. As with fats, you should focus on getting a variety of carbs primarily from minimally processed, whole food sources. What about the Glycemic Index? The glycemic index (GI) is a measure of a carbohydrate’s glycemic response, i.e. the extent in which it affects blood sugar levels after eating it. Foods are ranked on a scale from 0 to 100. In general, we are told that lower GI foods are better for us. This is one of the reasons why you’ll hear people say that brown rice is healthier than white rice and sweet potatoes are better than white potatoes. Here’s the problem with using the GI to determine “good” and “bad” foods: The GI of a food is determined by eating said food in isolation after an overnight fast. Guess what happens when you eat a high GI food during the day as part of a normal mixed meal? The fiber, fat, and protein contained in the other foods will greatly reduce the speed in which your meal is digested—which will lower the GI of the meal as a whole. Essentially, if you’re eating your carbs along with foods containing fat, protein, and/or fiber, the differences in GI between something like white rice or brown rice are totally washed out. It’s much more important to pay attention to your total energy balance and your total carb intake in relation to protein, fats, and your level of physical activity than it is to nit-pick carb choices using the GI. There are some situations, however, in which it is beneficial to consume carbs which you know will be digested quickly and used for energy (high GI). This will be elaborated on further in the peri-workout nutrition section coming in Level Four. What about all those low carb diets? Interestingly, studies supposedly proving the superiority of low carb diets generally fail to match protein intake. Low carb diets tend to be higher in protein. This is because when you severely reduce your carb intake, you limit your food choices to things that tend to be higher in protein. Funny thing is…
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness When protein intake is matched, the advantages of low carb diets disappear! So, rather than swearing off carbs, why not simply add more protein to your diet? Don’t throw the baby out with the bathwater!



Fiber Most people get around half the recommended amount of fiber per day. Diets high in fiber tend to be more filling and more successful long-term—not to mention all of the other health benefits that come from a fiber-rich diet! Women should aim for 25-30 grams per day, while men should average 35-40 grams. Getting your daily servings of fruits and vegetables will probably get you about 80% of the way there, but you may need to intentionally include more high fiber foods in order to get the recommended amounts. Legumes are all-stars in this area, so give them a try!



So, the distilled version of the above recommendations is this: 



Protein: 0.8-1.2g per pound of bodyweight (1.7-2.6g /kg). Protein has 4 calories per gram.







Fat: 15-30% of total caloric intake should come from fat calories. Fat has 9 calories per gram.







Carbs: Set your carb intake based on whatever is left over after calculating protein and fat. Carbs have 4 calories per gram.







Fiber: Men aim for 35-40 grams per day; women 25-30 grams.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness I recommend setting a range instead of a specific number for your macro intake—something like plus or minus 10 grams of protein/carbs and plus or minus 5 grams of fat allows for more flexibility while still ensuring that your energy balance isn't too far off target. Keep in mind, you may need to tighten up those ranges in the later stages of a diet or if you have more advanced physique goals. Taking our previously mentioned 200lb (90 kg) man with a TDEE of 3,000 calories, we would get the following: 



Protein: 190-210 grams (circa 1g/lb or 2.2g/kg).







Fat: 62-72 grams (3,000 x 20%, divided by 9)







Carbs: 390-410 grams: 3,000 – (200 x 4) – (67 x 9) divided by 4



Just like with counting calories, your aim is not perfection. You do not have to hit the exact amount of grams of protein/carbs/fats per day in order to see results! If tracking your macros in this way seems completely overwhelming, then I would suggest that you start with only tracking caloric intake and protein. For your carb and fat intake, just use common sense and try to include carbs around training and make sure you’re including healthy fats in your diet.



Key Takeaways:  Each macronutrient has an important role to play  As long as the majority of your calories are coming from whole, nutrient dense foods, there is nothing wrong with occasionally enjoying traditionally “unhealthy” treats  Protein intake should be 0.8-1.2 grams per pound (1.7-2.6g / kg) of bodyweight daily  Fat intake should be 15-30% of your total caloric intake daily  Carbs should fill in the remaining calories, particularly around your training.  Men should consume 35-40 grams of fiber while women should aim for 25-30 grams daily
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Level Three: Micronutrients, Vitamins, Minerals, and Water Intake



Supplementation



Nutrient Timing and Meal Frequency



Micronutrients, Vitamins, Minerals, and Water



Macronutrients and Fiber



Energy Balance, Caloric Intake, and Rate of Weight Change



While it’s true that you can reach your macros in whatever manner you choose, that doesn’t mean you can ignore your bodies need for micronutrients, vitamins, and minerals. In other words, you still have to eat your fruits and veggies!



Fruit and Vegetable Intake Aim for at least 3-5 servings of vegetables and 2-4 servings of fruit per day. Assuming sufficient variety in your diet, this should be adequate to safeguard you against deficiency. Of those 3-5 servings of veggies, try to make sure at least a few servings are comprised of fibrous veggies (broccoli, greens, etc.). Remember, as an athlete your nutritional needs are higher than that of an average (inactive) person.
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Here’s something most people don’t consider: The RDA (recommended dietary allowance) of vitamins that you see on the nutrition labels of food are primarily dosed to prevent deficiency. They do not always reflect the optimal dosage for performance and health!



If you are unsure of what varieties of fruits and vegetables you should choose, check out this useful infographic which organizes them by color.



A Cup of Blueberries a Day Keeps the Cobwebs Away!



As a table tennis player you should already know how important it is to stay sharp mentally in order to stay competitive. Fortunately, just by playing table tennis you are already giving your mind quite a workout!
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness In fact, table tennis is commonly recognized as the number one brain sport! If you’d like to supplement your brain health a little further, there is some interesting research showing that including blueberries in your diet may have neurocognitive benefits [9]. Blueberries have also been speculated to have a potential nootropic effect, based on some animal evidence. To make things even better, blueberries are packed with antioxidants and taste great! To receive an effective daily dose, consume 60-120 grams of blueberries daily (about a cup).



Water Intake You may be wondering why water intake is on Level 3 rather than at the base of the pyramid… This is because most people aren’t that far off in their fluid intake. Also, staying hydrated is pretty easy to do once you are mindful of it. So while it is very important to drink enough fluids, it doesn’t require quite as much focus and effort as other aspects of the diet do. On average, total fluid intake should be about 2/3rds your bodyweight in fluid ounces. This includes water, coffee, tea, soda, juice…basically everything except alcohol can count towards this target. You will need to increase the amount of water you drink on days when you will be training heavily, especially if it is in a hot or humid environment. Even a small (2%) loss of bodyweight due to dehydration can cause significant performance reductions [10]! It’s important to remember… You cannot trust your natural thirst instinct when it comes to hydrating during athletic performance. If you simply consume liquids at will based on thirst, then you won’t adequately replace fluids lost through sweat. This is sometimes referred to as voluntary dehydration. Page 36



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Make sure you always have water available to drink during training. The amount of water you’ll need to drink will vary based on the intensity and duration of your training as well as the temperature of the training facility. Use common sense and scale your water intake accordingly. See the Intra-Workout Nutrition section for more detailed recommendations regarding fluid replacement during activity. Another good measure of proper hydration, courtesy of Lyle McDonald, is that at least 5 of your daily urinations should be clear.



Key Takeaways:     



Aim for 3-5 servings of vegetables and 2-4 servings of fruit per day The more active you are, the more important it is to pay attention to micronutrient intake—we’re interested optimal amounts, not just the minimum! Drink 2/3rds of your body weight in fluid ounces daily Scale water intake upwards if training intensely and/or in hot temperatures At least 5 of your daily urinations should be clear
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Level Four: Nutrient Timing/Frequency:



Supplementation



Nutrient Timing and Meal Frequency



Micronutrients, Vitamins, Minerals, and Water



Macronutrients and Fiber



Energy Balance, Caloric Intake, and Rate of Weight Change



Remember, the further we get up the pyramid, the less significant the level is! This means if you have the first three levels down, these final two items should not be a major concern for you. Unfortunately, it’s quite common for people to mistakenly put a lot of emphasis on the most trivial aspects of a diet. Nutrient timing and meal frequency in particular, seem to be especially misunderstood.



Common Misconceptions 



Six small meals a day: Thanks to the rise in popularity of various fasting protocols in recent years, this myth isn’t as ubiquitous as is once was. The idea behind eating smaller, more frequent meals is that it will boost your metabolism more frequently and thus increase energy expenditure. Studies have repeatedly shown, however, that when caloric intake is static, there is no difference between eating larger, more infrequent meals and smaller, more frequent meals [11][12].







You must eat protein frequently to avoid going catabolic: You may have heard that it’s important to eat some protein every 2-3 hours so that your muscles have a constant Page 38



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness supply of amino acids. In fact, it used to be a fairly common recommendation for fitness enthusiasts to wake up in the middle of the night so they could have a protein shake! Fortunately, this myth is also on its way out. It can take five hours or more for your body to fully digest and absorb the nutrients from a normal meal [13]. Even if this weren’t the case, your muscles won’t suddenly start falling off if you stop eating for a bit. There are plenty of fitness enthusiasts employing intermittent fasting (IF) protocols with fasting windows of up to 16-24 hours (including sleep time) with no ill effects. 



Breakfast is the most important meal of the day: Ever notice how often this piece of advice is offered by companies who happen to sell breakfast food? In truth, breakfast is no more (or no less) important than any other meal. If you are meeting your caloric and macro/micro nutritional needs, then eating (or not eating) breakfast will have no effect on your results. Claims that tout the benefits of eating a large breakfast are generally based on observational studies which confuse correlation with causation [14].







Eating meals late at night will cause you to gain weight: Seems to make sense, right? Eating a large meal and going to sleep soon after…surely, your body is going to store all that energy as fat! Fortunately, unless those calories consumed at night put you in a caloric surplus (which they won’t if you are aware of your caloric intake), they are no more likely to be stored as fat as calories eaten at any other time of day [15][16].







You must consume protein within 30 minutes of working out: Ah, the greatly feared and respected “anabolic window.” Does your gym have a poster like this?
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness And do they also just-so-happen to sell protein shakes? To be fair, there is some scientific evidence that suggests some benefits to utilizing periworkout nutrition protocols, but this "window" is nowhere near as rigid and narrow as most people think. Fortunately, Alan Aragon and Brad Schoenfeld did an excellent job of reviewing the current literature and have proposed a much more reasonable set of guidelines: “Due to the transient anabolic impact of a protein-rich meal and its potential synergy with the trained state, pre- and post-exercise meals should not be separated by more than approximately 3–4 hours, given a typical resistance training bout lasting 45–90 minutes. If protein is delivered within particularly large mixed-meals (which are inherently more anticatabolic), a case can be made for lengthening the interval to 5–6 hours. This strategy covers the hypothetical timing benefits while allowing significant flexibility in the length of the feeding windows before and after training.”[17]



Determining Optimal Meal Frequency So how do you determine how many meals to eat per day? Personal preference and common sense. If you’re never hungry in the morning and hate eating breakfast, then don’t force yourself to eat a huge breakfast! If you can’t keep yourself from getting hungry and snacking late at night, then simply allot more calories for your evening meal. Don’t frontload your diet! If you were to force me to give more specific guidelines, here is what I’d suggest: If your goal is to lose weight, experiment with larger, more infrequent meals with little to no snacking. Something along the lines of 2-4 meals per day depending on personal preference. There is some evidence that suggests that lower meal frequency can have a greater effect on satiety [18] and my anecdotal experience confirms this as well. If, for example, you need to eat 2,000 or fewer calories per day in order to lose weight, splitting those calories into six small meals of around 300 calories each is going to make it pretty difficult to feel satisfied.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness If you instead only ate 3 meals, you could enjoy a much larger and more satisfying meal in the evening:   



Meal One: 300 calories Meal Two; 700 calories Meal Three: 1,000 calories



Conversely, if you are trying to gain weight and must consume 3,000 calories a day or more, then a higher meal frequency of 5-8 meals may work a lot better. Trying to cram 3,000 calories into 1-2 meals can be fun on occasion, but it can also be a slippery slope: This type of eating pattern almost requires you to eat junk to hit your calories and the fruits and veggies are often the first thing to go. In other words, avoid extremes and do what works best for you!



Peri-Workout Nutrition Peri-workout nutrition refers to the timing of meals that you eat before and after training. Although recent studies have shown this to be less important than previously thought, the research is not clear enough to totally discount the potential benefits of properly timed pre and post-workout nutrition. So, while the benefit may be small, it’s not insignificant. The easiest most “common sense” recommendation is to eat a meal containing a decent amount of protein and carbohydrates 1-2 hours before training and within 60-90 minutes after training. This protocol can be used both for table tennis and resistance training. In your pre-workout meal, you want to make sure that you choose foods that are well-tolerated by your stomach and will have time to digest before training. You should limit the amount of fat and fiber in your pre-workout meal if you’ll be training within the next 1-2 hours. Fat and fiber will slow the digestion of your food and may cause some gastric distress during your training session. If you choose to eat a meal within an hour or less of training, you should consider taking in liquid calories and simple carbs to maximize the speed of digestion and minimize the amount of food in your stomach. Keep in mind that these are merely guidelines, not rigid rules. Page 41



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness It may take some experimentation for you to find what protocol works best for you.



Intra-Workout Nutrition Intra-workout nutrition refers to any food or drink you take during exercise. For a typical resistance training session lasting 60-90 minutes, the only intra-workout nutrition you should be concerned with is drinking enough water. If you follow the peri-workout nutrition protocol listed above, your body will still be processing and utilizing the nutrients from your pre-workout meal. This means you do not need to sip on a special blend of amino acids or some other such nonsense, so save your money! Start drinking at the beginning of the session (before feeling thirsty) and continue to drink at regular intervals throughout your training session. What about for table tennis? During match play, it is vital that you replace the fluids that are lost through sweat. As mentioned previously, our natural thirst instinct is not a reliable measure for the amount of water required to replace said losses, so you need to get in the habit of hydrating at regular intervals between games and matches. This is especially important for those who sweat heavily and/or anticipate playing in hot and humid conditions. Larger volumes (8 ounces or 257 ml) of fluid will empty from the stomach and enter circulation faster than smaller volumes will. Because of this, it may be preferable to drink 6-8 ounces (177237 ml) every 15-20 minutes rather than sipping smaller amounts more frequently. If drinking larger volumes of water in this manner causes stomach discomfort, then smaller volumes should be consumed at more frequent intervals. What about carb requirements for table tennis? Because exact carbohydrate requirements can vary a lot depending on factors such as your level of play, your particular style of play, and the intensity and duration of the match, it is difficult to predict exactly when intra-workout carbohydrate supplementation becomes beneficial.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness In most cases I recommend eating nothing and drinking only water during and in-between matches. If, however, you anticipate two or more hours of near continuous, moderate to high intensity play, then taking approximately 30-60 grams of easy-to-digest carbohydrates may help delay the onset of fatigue. This is most easily achieved through a carbohydrate-electrolyte sports drink which can be sipped periodically in-between games. If you are playing several events in a tournament and will be playing many matches in a 2-4 hour time period, then packing some non-perishable, easy-to-digest snacks will help stave off hunger and should not significantly interfere with match play. These snacks should be relatively high in carbs and low in fat/fiber. Foods such as bagels, cooked rice/pasta, yogurt, and fruit are popular options. Use your training sessions to experiment and determine what works best for you.



Key Takeaways:  As long as you are controlling your caloric intake, meal timing and frequency should be a minor concern.  Use personal preference to decide how to structure your meals throughout the day.  Do not worry about the mythic “anabolic window” of 30 minutes; instead, sandwich your training between two protein/carbohydrate-containing meals that are roughly 4-5 hours apart.  If you anticipate two hours or more of near continuous, moderate to high intensity exercise, then taking approximately 30-60 grams of easy-to-digest carbohydrates may help delay the onset of fatigue.



Page 43



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness



Level Five: Supplementation



Supplementation



Nutrient Timing and Meal Frequency



Micronutrients, Vitamins, Minerals, and Water



Macronutrients and Fiber



Energy Balance, Caloric Intake, and Rate of Weight Change



Finally, the last level of the nutritional pyramid is supplementation. Notice this comes last! Last. Don’t be that guy worrying about whether he’s going catabolic overnight because he used whey protein instead of casein... ...meanwhile, he has no idea what his total caloric intake is and he hasn't had a vegetable since his parents kicked him out. Supplements can be beneficial, but there is a reason they are last on the list: Any small beneficial effect of supplementation will be completely washed out if you don’t have the first four levels in place. That said… there are some supplements that do work and may be worth your consideration. I've split the supplements up by type. We'll start with the exciting stuff, the performance enhancers! Page 44
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Don’t get too excited, though…the list is short!



Each of the supplements listed below contain a link back to examine.com. Examine is far and away the best website currently available for unbiased information regarding supplementation. If you are interested in supplementing with any of the items listed below, I highly suggest you click the link and read the full article.



Performance 



Creatine: Very well-researched, safe, and effective. Creatine can help improve power output, increase lean body mass, and may have neuroprotective properties. In order for creatine supplementation to be effective, you must take it daily and allow time for full saturation of muscles. Simply taking 5 grams every day is the easiest, most fail-proof protocol.







Beta-alanine: Beta-alanine supplementation can result in a small increase in muscular endurance and can may also aid in lean mass gains. Beta-alanine is not as well-supported by research as creatine, but it does still have a fairly strong amount of evidence compared to other supplements. It’s important to note that performance is only improved during extended sets in the 60-240 second range. Take between 2,000-4,000mg per day (split into smaller doses if the tingling bothers you). Allow up to a month for full saturation.







Caffeine: Extremely effective energy booster which really needs no introduction. Caffeine can improve your strength, endurance and your ability to focus, so it’s well worth considering. People’s tolerance to caffeine varies, but 100-300 mg is a common dosage. Additionally, because your body builds up a tolerance to caffeine over time, if you are interested in its acute effects then you will need to cycle it.







BCAAs: Normally taken care of through protein intake but can be useful in very specific situations (training fasted or during extended training bouts when glycogen depleted). Aim for 20g of combined BCAAs, with a balanced ratio of leucine and isoleucine.
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My personal recommendation is to take 5 grams of creatine every day and to supplement with caffeine for extra energy as needed.



General Health/Well-being The following is what I consider to be the athlete’s “short list” of key vitamins and minerals. Optimal doses of these can be difficult to achieve through diet alone, and deficiency is commonplace. Additionally, as stated in Level Three, the RDA suggested intake does not always reflect the optimal dosage. For the sake of brevity, I will not spend a lot of time going over all the specific health benefits of each of these vitamins/minerals; instead, I encourage you to read the full articles linked below for more information. 



Vitamin D: It’s very difficult to achieve optimal levels of vitamin D3 through diet/sun exposure alone. Aim for 2,000UI of vitamin D3 per day.







Vitamin K: Also very difficult to obtain effective levels from diet alone (due partially from the fact that there is reduced bioavailablity from plant-sourced vitamin K). Consider supplementing with 500 mcg of both phylloquinone (vitamin K1) and MK-7 daily.







Zinc: Common deficiency for athletes and people who sweat a ton. Aim for 10-30mg per day.







Magnesium: Yet another common deficiency (second most common after vitamin D). The most common recommended daily dose is 200-400mg.







Calcium: May not be necessary depending on your diet. If you hate dairy, then adding 500-750mg daily may be prudent.







Fish Oil: Ignore this one if you eat a lot of fatty fish. If not, then 250-1,000mg per day is a commonly recommended dose for general health.



What about Potassium? While it is true that maintaining optimal levels of potassium is important for athletes, taking potassium in the form of a supplement is something that should be approved and supervised by a doctor. Very high doses of potassium can lead to severe heart problems…
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Fortunately, it’s fairly easy to get the appropriate amounts of potassium just by eating a healthy diet! Foods such as potatoes; bananas; nuts; avocados; milk; and leafy, green vegetables are all great sources. Taking a few bananas as a snack to a tournament is a popular way to get some potassium as well as some quick-to-digest carbs to help fuel performance. So, the above-mentioned list begs the question… Why not just take a multivitamin? That is an option and is probably better than nothing—especially if you are eating at a deficit and struggle with variety in your diet. Unfortunately, multivitamins, while being a great concept tend to fall short in their effectiveness. Like the two-in-one shampoo/conditioners, they suffer from trying to do too many things at once—often lacking the minimum effective dose for key vitamins while including other vitamins that are generally unnecessary. As long as you are hitting your macros and getting your daily servings of fruits/veggies, I find it better to examine your diet and target specific vitamins/minerals that may be lacking.



Convenience 



Protein Powder: No better/worse than dietary protein from whole foods. If you struggle to get enough protein daily and/or are not a big meat eater, then you may want to try some out. They even taste pretty good these days!
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Caffeine + L-Theanine: A Table Tennis Player’s Secret Weapon!



I love caffeine, but I limit my intake to 3-4 times per week; in addition, I also take a full week off caffeine about once a month or so. This enables me to enjoy the acute effects of caffeine without building up too much of a tolerance. If I have some caffeine in my system I generally feel more energetic, productive, creative, and much more focused on the task at hand. I also get slightly jittery and sometimes feel a bit nervous. This generally isn’t a problem if I’m writing or trying to get some work done. It also doesn’t bother me if I’m working out. For table tennis, however, it can be a disaster! Table tennis requires such fine motor control that any amount of nervousness or jitteriness can really impact performance—serves especially seem to suffer. Fortunately there’s a solution! Taking some L-Theanine alongside of caffeine will drastically reduce most of the negative side effects of caffeine (jitters, excitability, nervousness, etc.) while enhancing the positive effects. The two work synergistically together to provide a noticeable increase in energy and focus [19][20]. Page 48



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness I typically will take this caffeine + L-theanine stack on days when I feel a little-run down and “scattered” mentally. After about 30 minutes I feel energetic, focused, and “in the zone.” This combination of caffeine and L-theanine occurs naturally in tea, but you would need to drink a lot of tea in order to get an effective dose. Taking L-theanine with caffeine in a 1:1 ratio is ideal if you are somewhat tolerant to caffeine. If you are more caffeine sensitive, a 1:2 ratio in favor of L-theanine may work better. I usually take 200mg of caffeine along with 200-400mg of L-theanine. To achieve this ratio I’ll brew a strong cup of coffee and mix in 200mg of powdered L-theanine (it doesn’t affect the taste). Give it a try!
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Concluding Thoughts on Supplementation



So that’s it for supplements. These are what I consider to be the most well-researched and effective supplements available on the market today. Whether or not you need to be taking any of the above is totally dependent on your health, medical history, goals, and amount of disposable income.



Again, you should not blindly take every supplement listed above; you should examine your diet, talk to your doctor, consider your goals, and supplement accordingly.
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Supplements are the least important part of your diet. They should only be used to fill in some of the holes that your diet can’t address. There are some well-researched, safe, and legal performance enhancing supplements. Whether or not you use them will have little impact on your progress long-term, but many people do note a moderate benefit in supplementing with them. If caffeine gives you the jitters, try taking some L-theanine alongside it for a smoother energy source with enhanced focus. Multivitamins are a great idea in theory but fail to deliver; instead, target the nutrients that your diet lacks individually with effective doses.



Wrapping Up Nutrition and Commonsense Take-Aways Okay, so I know that was a lot to take in (I did warn you!), but you now have all of the tools you need to create a diet that is flexible and sustainable. The degree to which you need to monitor your caloric and nutritional intake will depend on a number of factors, but if you’re looking a short-list of “commonsense take-aways,” here’s what I recommend: 



80-90% of your diet should be comprised of whole, minimally-processed foods that are nutritionally dense.







10-20% of your diet can consist of whatever you’d like.







If you need to lose weight, focus on eating a large volume of filling foods that are not calorically dense—vegetables, lean protein, fruit, etc. You must resistance train if you want to lose fat and minimize muscle loss.







To gain weight, include more calorically dense foods—nuts, fattier cuts of meat, shakes, pasta/bread/rice, etc.—while still hitting your fruit/vegetables daily. You must resistance train if you want to gain lean body mass and minimize fat gains.







Do not villainize single macronutrients: o Try to include one or more servings of a quality protein source with each meal— particularly around resistance training sessions. o Scale carbohydrate intake based on activity level and ensure that you are adequately replenishing glycogen stores. o Mindfully include fats in your diet—mostly unprocessed fats from whole food sources. Be wary of calorie content of high fat foods if weight control is an issue. Page 51
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Try to get 3-5 servings of veggies and 2-4 servings of fruit per day.







Drink water! At least 5 of your daily urinations should be clear.







Meal timing and frequency should be determined based on personal preference.







Supplements can be used to support a healthy diet but will not fix a bad one.



Doing the above-listed things will go a long way towards ensuring that you are meeting your energy and micronutrient needs as an athlete while still providing a great deal of flexibility in regards to food choices. There are people who live successful, healthy lives following all sorts of different dietary approaches—many of which directly contradict each other. What does this mean? There is no one way. You have to choose what works best for you, and now you have the means to do so.
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Warming Up, Mobility, and Flexibility: How to Prepare for Physical Activity



Photo by courtesy of ITTF



Now that you have a good grasp on the basics of nutrition, it’s time to shift gears and talk about physical training. There are a lot of conflicting recommendations when it comes to the proper way to prepare your body for physical activity. As it turns out, most of what we learned in gym class as kids was wrong. Static stretching (holding a stationary stretch for time) does not help prevent injury [21][22]. This is because most injuries actually occur within a normal range of motion. So what does help prevent injury? As it turns out, the most important thing your warm up should do is… warm you up! In order to raise your body temperature and get the proverbial juices flowing, you should perform a combination of light, aerobic activity (jumping jacks, lunges, light jogging, etc.) and dynamic stretching. The aim here is to both raise your core temperature and to safely take your joints through a range of motion similar to the activity you will be performing. Your warm up should leave you feeling loose, springy, and ready for action. Page 53



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness So static stretching is bad? No! Static stretching is not bad; rather, it’s the tendency of people to erroneously think that because they stretched a few times they’re ready for action and are safe from injury that causes problems. Static stretching can still be an important part of your warmup, it just shouldn’t be the ONLY part. Generally speaking, before engaging in physical activity, in order to maximally reduce your chances of injury you should perform both a general warm up and a specific warmup. In table tennis, the specific warm up is what most of us already do. We take a few minutes warming up our forehand and backhand, maybe perform a few drills, and then begin a match. Because table tennis is not as physically demanding as other sports, many players just perform a specific warmup and that’s it. If, however, you find that you take a bit longer to get into your groove (maybe it’s not till your second match that you really feel warmed up), or if you are more injury-prone, you may benefit from performing a more thorough warmup before you start playing. In fact, this is something that all table tennis players should be doing. The problem with not warming up is that by the time you realize that you should have spent some time getting warm and loose, it may be too late. Injuries can be very hard to recover from and will often force you to reduce or eliminate physical activity for a certain amount of time until you heal. Why not spend a few minutes warming up to help prevent this? Better safe than sorry!



Common Mobility and Postural Issues These days, the average person could be described as “anterior dominant.” We’re sitting for much of the day, constantly craning our necks forward to look at our smart phones and computers… For many, this results in overly tight and shortened hip flexors, internally rotated shoulders, and tight/shortened chest muscles. Page 54
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Knees bent, weight on balls of feet, shoulders rounded forward, slightly hunched posture… While this is an ideal table tennis ready-position, when you combine this with an already rounded and “anterior dominant” lifestyle, you reinforce postural issues that only tend to get worse with age. I realize I’m making some generalizations here: not everyone is plagued with rounded shoulders, anterior pelvic tilt and forward head posture. But even if those aren’t issues for you, the mobility exercises outlined below will still serve well as a warmup and will safeguard you against the loss of what mobility you do have. Photo by courtesy of ITTF



Think of these stretches and drills as tools for you to use as needed. You may not have to perform everything on the list each time you warm up, but it is important that you learn the areas in which your mobility is lacking and then address those deficits accordingly.
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The Warmup In this section I will give you some specific warmup drills. Because each person is different, it is impossible to provide a single warmup that will perfectly meet the needs of every trainee; thus, I will first outline the basic components of a good warmup in general terms. A good warmup will have most of the following basic components:     



Raise temperature of your body Soft-tissue work as needed—often accomplished by self-myofascial release via the use of a foam roller Dynamic stretches Static stretches Sport-specific warmup and practice



How long it takes you to warm up will vary day to day: some days you may be particularly tight and will need to take some extra time, while other days you might be pretty loose and ready to go. I have created a sample warmup below that contains all the key components of a good warmup and specifically addresses common problem areas for table tennis players:



The Table Tennis Twelve            



Jumping jacks or a light jog: 3-5 minutes Foam roll the hip flexors/quads: 10-15 passes each side Foam roll the piriformis: 30 seconds each side Foam roll the thoracic spine: 10-15 passes Fire hydrants: 5-10 rotations each direction, each leg Groiners with overhead reach: 8-10 reps Hip flexor stretch: 30 seconds each side Side lunge: 5-10 reps Rocking ankle mobilization: 5-10 reps each side Wall slides: 5-10 reps Band pullaparts/dislocates: 8-10 reps Wrist rotations: 30 seconds



This will serve you well as a full body warmup and can be performed both before resistance training and before playing table tennis. You’ll notice extra attention is given to loosening up and Page 56



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness stretching your hip flexors, chest, and shoulders while warming up and activating your posterior chain and upper back. I have created a short video demonstrating this warmup which you can view here. In case you’re not too keen on the idea of making love to a foam roller in front of the other guys and gals at the club, I’ve also including a simple warmup that you can perform in about five minutes.



Quick and Simple Warmup        



Butt kicks: 15-20 reps Knee ups: 10-15 reps Bodyweight squats: 10-15 reps Static stretch (as needed): 30 seconds per stretch Lunges with a twist: 5-10 reps Rocking ankle mobilization: 5-10 reps each leg Band pullaparts/dislocates: 8-10 reps Wrist rotations: 30 seconds



This warmup will still loosen up your ankles, knees, hips, shoulders, and wrists but is a lot simpler and faster to perform. You can watch a short video demonstration of this warmup by clicking here.



An Ounce of Prevention… I realize that stretching and foam rolling are not the most exciting of endeavors. I also understand that we’re not playing rugby and that table tennis carries with it a fairly low risk of injury. If you decide that your mobility is fine and you skip out on warming up, at the very least, make sure you perform a thorough warmup on the table (forehands, backhands, etc.). As I stated before, the best way to prevent injury is to get your body temperature warm, and to safely (and in a controlled manner) take your joints through the ranges of motion that will be used during the match. If, however, you dedicate a little time to improving your mobility, you may be surprised to find that you can now move more easily through a larger range of motion. Couple this with improved footwork and watch the number of shots you’re caught out of position for plummet! Page 57
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Resistance Training



Time for the big reveal… In the introduction to this guide I promised a method of training that will do the following things:    



complement table tennis training without interfering with it “fill in the gaps” of health and fitness that table tennis isn’t able to address make you more injury-resistant have you looking and feeling better



What I failed to mention, however, was that this training will also reduce risk factors for diseases and chronic conditions such as arthritis, diabetes, and osteoporosis; increase flexibility and balance; strengthen your bones, tendons, and ligaments; improve glucose control; aid in fighting depression; and improve the quality of sleep [23]. And that’s merely a shortened list of the potential health benefits! This type of training also happens to be very time efficient. If you haven’t guessed it already (or you simply read the title of the chapter…), the type of training I’m referring to is resistance training. Page 58
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The Case for Resistance Training Ironically, despite the fact that table tennis requires very little in terms of absolute strength, resistance training is perfectly suited for the table tennis player for a number of reasons which I will soon explain. While table tennis is great for hand-eye coordination, mental stimulation, and provides moderate amounts of cardiovascular benefit, it fails to address specific aspects of your health that resistance training will improve. Ever hear older players reminisce about the spry days of their youth? If only there was a way to reverse the effects of aging! Imagine combining the strength and resilience of youth with the wisdom and experience of old age. That would make for one formidable opponent! As it turns out, resistance training is one of the closest things to an “anti-aging” pill you can take! [24] But wait, don’t table tennis players need to be fast and agile? Won’t resistance training make me too big and bulky? Nope. All of the key elements of athleticism—balance, coordination, speed, power—are dependent on a certain baseline level of strength. Strength is the attribute that allows us to express these other traits. Strength is also highly trainable and extremely rapid improvements can be made in a relatively short amount of time, given proper training and nutrition of course. This makes resistance training the perfect “low hanging fruit” for quickly increasing athleticism. The whole idea that you will somehow miraculously become “big and bulky” once you start lifting weights is one of the most frustrating misconceptions regarding resistance training. Anyone who has spent some time actually trying to gain muscle mass can appreciate how slow a process muscle gain actually is.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness In fact, under ideal conditions, with a great diet and training program, the most you can realistically hope to gain as a beginner is a mere two pounds (0.9kg) of muscle a month . And that’s as a beginner under ideal conditions. After that, progress begins to slow dramatically. That is why we have different targets for rate of weight gain between beginner, intermediate, and advanced trainees. Being afraid of suddenly becoming a big and bulky bodybuilder from resistance training is like being afraid that if you read a medical textbook you might accidently become a doctor… Yes, some people become doctors after reading medical textbooks… but not without a lot of time, dedication, and hard work—and certainly not by accident! The same holds true for resistance training. Even if gaining muscle quickly was easy, that would actually be a good thing. Look at the athletes of most sports requiring speed, explosive power, and agility (gymnasts, sprinters, fighters, etc), they are typically extremely muscular when compared to the average individual. Also, remember that strength training has actually been shown to help increase flexibility, not decrease it [25]. The only time where excess muscle mass starts to hinder performance is in sports requiring extreme endurance—think marathon runners. Table tennis is not an endurance sport. Table tennis requires involves bouts of intense activity and focus interspersed with frequent intervals of rest (picking up the ball, waiting between serves, etc). Sounds kind of like resistance training, right? But what if I just want to tone/sculpt though? Shouldn’t I just lift light weights for high reps? No. Muscle definition, or “tone,” is dictated by the size of your muscles and your body fat percentage. Remember, as athletes we are interested in improving relative strength. Training with light weights for high repetitions (twenty or more) will provide some muscle and strength
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness gains in the beginning but will not produce the level of strength really needed to see the most beneficial effects from resistance training. Most people who want to tone and sculpt actually need to lower their body fat percentage while maintaining lean body mass. The best way to do this is to eat at a moderate caloric deficit, keep protein intake high, and perform relatively heavy resistance training. Remember that lifting “heavy” is a relative term. You will only be lifting weight that you can lift for the prescribed number of reps in a safe and controlled manner—even if that means just lifting the bar!



But isn’t weight lifting dangerous? When approached properly, resistance training is a safe, low-impact way of exercising. In fact, compared to other physical activities, resistance training has a relatively low injury rate [26]. Resistance training can be intense, but it also a planned, methodical endeavor. You will not be lifting weights that are beyond your ability to handle. In fact, you will be avoiding failure altogether! Many people think that in order to get stronger you must keep lifting a weight to the point of failure (you can’t complete another rep) and sometimes even beyond with the help of a spotter. They imagine having to push themselves to complete exhaustion, getting trapped under a heavy bar, and having some gym grunt have to come and rescue them… The truth is, this type of training makes for good footage for training videos and magazines, but it’s not ideal for the average trainee; instead, you will be focusing on lifting through a full range of motion with good form, stopping 1-2 reps shy of failure in each set. You will still be able to make significant strength gains training in this way. Training to failure (attempting a rep and failing to complete it) is a specific tool that is best utilized by more advanced lifters. Continually training to failure, particularly as a beginner, is not worth the risk as it may increase your chances of injury [27].
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Furthermore, training to failure is very taxing on your central nervous system and can hamstring your ability to complete the total amount of volume called for in the rest of the workout. Here’s an example of training to failure: Set One: 100 lbs x 8 reps (attempting but failing a ninth rep) Set Two: 100 lbs x 6 reps (attempting but failing a seventh rep) Set Three: 100 lbs x 4 reps As you can see, when you train to failure each set, your performance in subsequent sets suffers. Here’s an example where failure is avoided: Set One: 100 lbs x 7 reps (leaving one rep in the tank) Set Two: 100 lbs x 7 reps Set Three: 100 lbs x 6 reps In this scenario, the lifter was able to get more total reps (20 versus 18) and likely performed those reps with better form and less risk of injury! Put simply, the additional benefit you may receive from pushing that last rep is generally outweighed by the benefits of the additional volume you would be able to perform if you instead ended the set one rep shy of failure. When you lift weights in this manner, you control the weights rather than the weights controlling you!



Wrapping Up So that’s my case for resistance training. In the next chapter I will outline the training routine and offer tips to help make your workouts as productive as possible.
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Remember… Strength training will give you a more athletic, injury-resistant body but it won’t necessarily make you a better player. Just like giving someone a Formula One racing car in place of their PT Cruiser won’t automatically make them a better driver… But in the right hands, watch out!



The Routine As mentioned, what we’re looking for is a minimum effective dose: training that will offer as many health and injury prevention benefits as possible without representing a significant time investment or wearing you out to the point where it impairs your ability to play table tennis. In order to accomplish this, we must include the following key components: 



Relatively Low Volume: Volume refers to the total amount of work you’re performing each workout and cumulatively throughout the week. You should not be training to the point of exhaustion 5-6 days a week. There is a difference between simply exercising and training. We want to do the latter.







High frequency: Having a higher frequency allows you more opportunities to practice a lift throughout the week. Strength is a skill. The more opportunities you have to practice a lift, the faster you can bring about the neural adaptations that, along with muscle growth, lead to increases in strength. It will also give you more opportunities to stimulate muscle protein synthesis which can help improve results as well. As a general guide, you want to hit each muscle group 2-3 times per week.







Full Body Workouts: If you are used to having an “arms day” and a “chest day” this routine will be a good change of pace for you. Full body workouts are the most efficient way to get in the higher frequency we’re looking for without an excessive number of training sessions per week.







Exercises designed to increase overall strength: There needs to be a strong focus on getting stronger in basic, compound movements—not because it’s important to be physically Page 63



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness strong for table tennis, but because it will indirectly improve performance through the myriad of health benefits that come along with resistance training (as listed earlier). For the most part these exercises will be compound lifts, which are exercises that utilize two or more joints through a given range of motion. Examples include squats, deadlifts, bench press, pull-ups, leg press, pushups, etc. Compound movements provide the best bang for your buck and are ideal for our “minimum effective dose” approach to training. 



Sport-Specific Exercises: These are exercises that will mimic certain movement patterns specific to table tennis. Table tennis players should focus on developing rotary power by learning to produce force through the more powerful lower body and core muscles. Think about the difference between simply swinging your arm to hit the ball versus performing a proper loop by rotating your body, transferring your weight, and accelerating through the ball.







Focus on Progressive Overload: Legend has it that progressive overload was invented by Milo of Croton, a famous 6th century Greek wrestler who came up with a unique way to supplement his training for the Olympics. Every day he carried a calf on his shoulders and as the calf grew heavier and heavier over time, he grew stronger and stronger. Eventually the calf grew into a bull and Milo stunned his town by parading through the village carrying a full-grown bull on his shoulders! While no one knows if this story is true or not (okay...it’s probably not true), we do know that progressive overload works and without it, you will not make progress! If you constantly do the same workouts and never increase the intensity, your body will quickly adapt and no new muscle/strength gains will occur. When gaining strength is your goal, the best way to increase intensity is by adding weight to the bar. Beginners should be able add weight each workout. Eventually you’ll only add weight on a weekly or monthly basis as you reach more advanced levels of strength.







“Prehab” Exercises: It is often prudent to include a couple exercise that give attention to some of the more neglected muscle groups, specifically the upper back and the muscles of the rotator cuff. This is an effort to both take preemptive measures to prevent muscle imbalances and to reduce the chance of injury. Some of these exercises will be performed during the warmup while others will be in the workout itself.
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The routine listed below has combined the above elements in a balanced way in order to quickly increase strength and athleticism in a safe and effective manner. This program is best suited for… o Complete beginners o People who used to train but have taken an extended break o People who have never spent time following a linear progression, strengthbased program (e.g. Starting Strength) o Those looking to simplify and streamline their workouts using an evidencebased approach If you’re interested in a more advanced variation or you feel like you’ve “outgrown” this routine, contact me via my coaching page and shoot me an email. If you mention that you’re a table tennis player I’ll set you up with a free one-time email consultation!



Workout A: 



Warmup: (Table Tennis Twelve)







Squat: 3 x 6-8







Horizontal press: 3 x 6-8







Horizontal row: 3 x 6-8







Band external rotations: 2 x 12-15







Band hip rotation: 2 x 8-12 (each side)
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Workout B: 



Warmup: (Table Tennis Twelve)







Front rotary medicine ball scoop toss: 3 x 8-10 throws (each side)







Hinge: 3 x 6-8







Vertical press: 3 x 6-8







Vertical pull: 3 x 6-8







Face pulls: 2 x 12-15



Exercise Table Use the table below to select the exercise best suited for your personal ability.



Squat



Back Squat, Front Squat, Goblet Squat, Leg Press



Horizontal Press Horizontal Pull



Bench Press, Dumbbell Press, Pushups, Machine Chest Press Barbell Row, Dumbbell Row, Cable Row, Machine Row, Inverted Row



Hinge



Deadlift, Romanian Deadlift, Pull-throughs, Hip Thrust, Hyperextension



Vertical Press



Overhead Press, Dumbbell Press, Machine Shoulder Press



Vertical Pull Rotational Prehab



Pull-ups, Chin-ups, Neutral-Grip Chin-ups, Lat Pulldown Band Hip Rotation, Front Rotary Medicine Ball Scoop Toss External Rotations, Face pulls
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Breakdown of Exercise Choices 



Squats: The squat is often referred to as the “king of exercises” (a title hotly contested by the deadlift). Squats will primarily train your quads, hamstrings, and glutes. Being able to perform a basic bodyweight squat with good form is a definite prerequisite to performing any loaded barbell movement:



If you are not able to get a nice, deep bodyweight squat, then you should practice this movement during your warmups and use the leg press machine in the meantime. Once bodyweight squats feel natural, you can progress to goblet squats. Back squats and front squats should only be performed if you are sure of your technique and have no injuries or health conditions that preclude you from performing them. If you are unwilling or unable to perform the free weight exercises, you can still build excellent strength on the leg press. Please note, however, that the leg press is not automatically safer than free weights. In particular, you should take care that your lower back is not rounding or coming off the seat in the lower end of the range of motion. 



Horizontal Press: The horizontal press will target your pecs, anterior deltoids, and triceps. Before you attempt bench pressing, make sure you can at least do 3 sets of pushups for 12 reps. If you can’t, you might as well spend some time building strength with just your bodyweight. Even if you can only do a couple of pushups at a time, start with sets of 1-3 and simply attempt to add reps each workout. Once you’ve worked your way up to 3 sets of 12 reps, consider switching to a loaded bench press variation. Page 67
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Horizontal Pull: A good rowing movement will target nearly all the muscles of your back, as well as your biceps and rear delts. If you have a dodgy lower back and the barbell row bothers it, consider selecting the one-armed dumbbell variation or a machine, chestsupported variation. With any pulling exercise you want to imagine your hands as mere hooks holding the weight and pull with your elbows. This will help you engage your back.







Hinge: Of all the movements, the hinge is probably the most essential to learn. A hip hinge movement involves sitting back with the hips (stick your butt out) with minimal bending at the knees while maintaining a neutral spine.



You should finish with a strong glute contraction at the top of the movement. This movement pattern is designed to strengthen your entire posterior chain: hamstrings, glutes, and lower back. I highly recommend taking the time to learn how to perform a proper deadlift as it has a lot of carryover into everyday life. Ever have to pick something heavy up off the floor? That’s essentially what a deadlift is! Remember that the difficulty of the exercise can be scaled to your ability level. If you can’t get down low enough to perform a deadlift off the floor, put it up on blocks. If you’re really struggling with mastering the deadlift or you do not Page 68



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness feel safe performing it, then the easiest alternative is the hyperextension. Remember to keep your back straight and focus on feeling the stretch in the hamstrings and finishing with a strong contraction in your glutes. Resistance can be added by holding a dumbbell to your chest as you perform the movement. 



Vertical Press: The vertical press will help strengthen your shoulders (primarily the anterior deltoid) and triceps. The standing overhead press will also engage your core. Choosing a seated version will be easier on the lower back if that’s an issue for you.







Vertical Pull: The vertical pull will engage your lats to a higher degree than the rowing exercise will. It will also hit your biceps pretty well. Just like with pushups, if you are only able to perform 1-3 bodyweight pull-ups/chin-ups, then I recommend just focusing on adding reps each workout. Once you can reach 3 sets of 10 reps, add resistance (with a dip belt, dumbbell between the legs, or weighted vest) until you’re back in the 6-8 rep range. If you can’t do pull-ups or chin-ups, then using the lat pulldown machine is fine.







Rotational: These are our “sport specific” exercises designed to increase rotary power. Mastering these exercises will have some nice carryover to your ability to perform a more powerful forehand loop. These exercises have a slightly different focus then the ones listed above: With the squat, hinge, pulls, and presses your primary concern will be progressive overload through added resistance. With these rotational exercises, however, your focus should shift more towards feeling the muscles work while performing the movement explosively to develop maximal power. This requires that you are especially mindful of maintaining perfect form and you only increase resistance when you have thoroughly mastered the movement. I will outline below the specific considerations for the two rotational exercises: o Band Hip Rotation: The band-resisted hip rotation has been included to help you develop the “mind-muscle connection” for your glutes. It’s very common for people to have trouble fully utilizing their glutes when performing strength training exercises. This is an issue because the gluteus maximus is an incredibly powerful muscle and without using it to its full potential you miss out on a lot of strength and power. The band hip rotation is a little tricky to set up but it really pays off once you master it. Watch the video that is linked in the exercise table carefully and make sure you are using your glutes to power the movement. I like to imagine that I am about to fire an arrow and am pulling the string back on a powerful bow (with the glutes not arms though). Once you are able to feel a strong contraction in your glutes each rep and can perform 12 reps on both sets without fatiguing, you can increase the difficulty by Page 69



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness increasing the distance between you and the anchor point, adding reps, or increasing the thickness of the resistance band. o Front Rotary Medicine Ball Scoop Toss: This is a great drill that will strengthen the movement pattern used for a forehand loop. While the band hip rotation focuses primarily on activation, the front rotary scoop toss focuses on coordinating the muscles of your lower body and core to maximize force production. Start with a light medicine ball (4-6 lbs / 1-2 kg) and really focus on generating explosive power on each throw. Remember, the arms are merely delivering the ball (like a sling), use your hips and core to generate the power! Once you have really grooved the technique and are able to complete 3 sets of 10 throws, you can progress by using a heavier medicine ball or simply adding repetitions. 



Prehab: Facepulls and external rotations have been included as a preemptive measure to keep your shoulders healthy. Performing these exercises, along with the mobility drills included in the warmup will go a long way towards preventing some of the shoulder issues that invariably crop up from resistance training and athletic performance. Like the rotational exercises, you shouldn’t aggressively seek strength gains here; instead, focus on maintaining perfect form and really feeling the muscles contract.
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How to Choose the Best Exercises for YOU For the most part, I’ve refrained from requiring specific exercises for the main movements in this routine. This is because I want to make this routine as flexible as possible for different body types and ability levels. I also want to avoid putting certain exercises up on a pedestal—something that is done far too often in the fitness community. This may have left you wondering… How do I know which exercise is best for me? To help you make this decision, I will briefly outline the pros and cons of the primary choices available to you: bodyweight exercises, barbell exercises, dumbbell exercises, and machine exercises. You may have notices a trend earlier…show mastery bodyweight, then add resistance. This is both for safety and because there is a special benefit to many bodyweight exercises… Exercises in which you move your body through space (think of the difference between a pushup and a bench press) are called closed chain movements. These movements tend to recruit more muscle fibers and stimulate your nervous system in a uniquely beneficial way. This is a good benefit, but it should not be the sole deciding factor on your exercise selection. A good example of this is the bench press versus the pushup: Based on the above statement, the pushup should be superior to the bench press. The pushup is a closed chain exercise where you are moving your body through space as you perform it, while the bench press is an open chain exercise. All things being equal, I would choose the pushup. Unfortunately, it’s not that simple... For many, bodyweight pushups will quickly become too easy. Remember, we’re trying to keep the load heavy enough so that it is difficult to perform 3 sets of 6-8 reps. In order to do this for pushups you would need to find creative ways to make the exercise more difficult: increase the elevation of your feet, wear a weighted vest, have a partner stack weight plates on your back, etc. The bench press or a plate-loaded chest press, on the other hand, is quite easy to load incrementally and is generally a much more practical choice. Page 71



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness This is why many strength training routines revolve around the use of barbells and/or plateloaded machines. The number one important factor for strength gain is progressive overload. And the best way to ensure progressive overload is to make small, incremental increases in the weight. The barbell is the perfect tool for this because it allows you to make small increases in the amount of weight lifted through the use of 2.5 pound (1.25 kg) plates. Dumbbells, on the other hand, generally go up in five pound (2.5 kg) increments, e.g., 20 pounds, 25 pounds, 30 pounds, etc. So, if you are lifting 40 pound dumbbells for the dumbbell shoulder press (80 pounds total) and you want to increase the load, you would need to move up to the 45 pound dumbbells (90 pounds total). This is an increase of ten pounds, whereas if you were doing the barbell version or plate-loaded version of the exercise, you could have increased the load by only five pounds (2.5 kg) by adding 2.5 pound (1.25 kg) plates to each side. This may not seem like a big deal at first, but it can make progressing more difficult as you become more advanced. So why use dumbbells? Dumbbell exercises are, in some cases, safer to perform without a spotter. Additionally, dumbbells allow you to freely rotate your wrists providing a more natural movement path for your body. People who experience shoulder pain performing barbell presses can often perform a neutral grip dumbbell presses pain free; additionally, because dumbbell lifts are more difficult, they generally involve less total loading compared to their barbell counterparts, this makes dumbbells a more joint-friendly alternative for some. Dumbbells also require each arm to work independently which prevents your dominant side from doing the brunt of work, possibly leading to more balanced development. In order to progress consistently with dumbbells you may have to extend the rep range from 6-8 to 6-10 reps. Once you can perform 10 reps in each set, move up in weight and start from the bottom of the rep range again. What about machines? Machines are often viewed as the “easier” option for beginners and thus are automatically deemed less effective and inferior by the hardcore meathead crowd. This is not necessarily true. Page 72



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Machine exercises can be extremely effective when included in a proper training program with good progression. The issues with machines arise when they are used as a crutch to create a “Frankenstein” approximation of the free weight exercise it’s replacing, e.g., Can’t do a squat? Let’s just do leg extensions and leg curls instead… Machines are also erroneously deemed safe and “foolproof” in comparison to their free weight alternatives. Machines need to be adjusted properly and performed with correct technique, just like free weights. I’ve seen my fair share of creative misuses of machines and some can be downright frightening! There’s nothing wrong with using the machine equivalent of a compound exercise. Plate loaded machines carry with them the same benefit that barbells do: the weight can be increased in small increments through the use of 2.5 pound (1.25 kg) plates. Machines with pins and weight stacks will often only allow you to increase the load by 5 or 10 pound jumps. Fortunately I have a solution for that! Simply pin a 2.5 pound plate directly to the weight stack like so:
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Thanks for all that, but now I’m just confused and don’t know which exercises to choose… While it may have been easier to just tell you to perform x, y, and z exercises because they are “the best,” I wanted to give you the ability to choose for yourself which exercises work best. There is no single exercise that is absolutely essential to perform! This should be your thought process behind exercise selection: 1. Is this a compound movement that targets the muscles I’m attempting to target? 2. Can I perform the exercise pain-free with good form? 3. Can I gradually increase the load in small increments so that I can continue to make progress? As long as you can do those 3 things you’ll be just fine!
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General Training Guidelines Now that you’ve selected the specific exercises you will be performing, we can discuss the particulars of this routine.



When to Perform this Routine In this routine you will alternate between two full body workouts three times per week on nonconsecutive days (Monday/Wednesday/Friday is a common choice). Remember to alternate back and forth between these two workouts. So, for week one do A – B – A, and for week two do B – A – B.



Warm-up Sets Just as you need to do a general warm-up before lifting, you need to do a specific warm-up for each exercise. The sets listed above are working sets. Working sets are sets that feel challenging. The warm-up sets are not listed—they should not be challenging: their only purpose is to groove your technique and prime your nervous system for heavy lifting. Take squats for example. Let’s say over time you’ve worked your way up to doing 3 sets of 6-8 reps with 225lbs (102 kg). You don’t simply walk up to the bar, throw two 45lb (20 kg) plates on each side and have at it! You need to work your way up. This may take some experimentation because some people can take longer/shorter to warm-up than others. Make sure to rest for a couple minutes after completing your warm-up sets. Sample Warmup: 



Warmup Set 1: 50% of working weight for 5 reps. 1 minute rest.







Warmup Set 2: 70% of working weight for 3 reps. 1 minute rest.







Warmup Set 3: 90% of working weight for 1 reps. 1-2 minutes rest.



You only need to warm up for the first compound movement for each muscle group. After you have performed your compound movements, you do not need to warm up for your accessory work. In Workout B for example, you do not have to perform warmup sets for the face pulls because your vertical pull will take care of warming that area up. Page 75



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness



Tempo/Cadence Your tempo/cadence refers to how quickly you move the weight during the concentric and eccentric portions of the lift. Don’t worry too much about this for now. Just concentrate on exploding the weight up (concentric) and controlling the weight on the way down (eccentric).



Rest Most of your rest periods between sets should be 2-3 minutes in length for your heavy, compound movements. This is important for recovering maximum strength in between sets. For higher-rep accessory work (face pulls, external rotations, etc.), you should limit your rest periods to 60-90 seconds.



Breathing Yes, please do. You can hold your breath on the concentric portions of the lifts, but do not do this if it makes you light-headed. Otherwise, conventional wisdom is to breathe in on the easy part of the lift, exhale on the difficult part.



Progression Scheme When gaining strength is your goal, the best way to increase intensity is by adding weight to the bar. As a beginner you should be able add weight each workout. Eventually you’ll only add weight on a weekly basis as you start to reach your initial plateaus. Here is how to know when to add weight: 



For all of the exercises in these workouts, you must start with a weight that you can easily lift with perfect form for all of the prescribed sets. This serves two purposes: First, it allows you to practice your technique. And secondly, it allows you to build up some momentum before the weights start becoming difficult.







When you can hit the top end of the prescribed rep range (8 reps in a 6-8 rep range for example) in all three sets, increase the weight by 5-10lbs (2.5-5 kg) in your next workout. Bigger exercises like the squat and deadlift can be increased by 10lbs (5 kg) in the beginning (5lbs / 2.5 kg plate added to each side). For bench press, chins, shoulder press,
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If you hit all your reps again the next workout, increase the weight. If you miss a few reps on the later sets (you get 8 reps, then 7, then 6), keep the weight the same for the next workout and concentrate on completing additional repetitions in the next workout.







Eventually you won’t be able to make progress workout to workout; in this case, try for weekly progress.







If you stall or get stuck on a weight and can’t increase the weight or the number of repetitions performed for three or more weeks in a row, do the following: Reduce weight by 20% in your next workout and restart your progression from this lower weight. Attempt to work your way back up weekly by using the smallest increases in weight possible (usually 5lb / 2.5kg increases).
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Analysis of Workout Why no Olympic Weightlifting or Sprinting? These types of exercises can be extremely effective in building athleticism and explosive power, but they are also more technically difficult and carry with them a greater risk of injury. I have designed this program primarily for beginners, and I do not believe these types of exercises are necessary to make progress. The Olympic lifts in particular require a good coach to teach proper technique (in person), so I am reluctant to program them. It could certainly be a part of a more advanced routine though!



Is this Routine “Functional” Enough? You may have heard of some exercises being more “functional” than others. The idea behind “functional training” is that there are certain exercises that will have more carryover to athletic performance than others. For example, a squat is generally considered more functional than a leg press because a squat requires more balance and coordination. Does this mean the squat is always better than the leg press? Not necessarily. Remember that while we are looking for improved athleticism that is not the only benefit that we seek from resistance training. Furthermore, squats aren’t going to be more functional if you are incapable of performing one with proper technique and end up injuring yourself. The problem with the concept of “functional exercise” is that it is too-often taken to the extreme. If requiring more balance and coordination automatically made an exercise better, then why not try to squat in roller-skates? All things being equal, if you are able to choose an exercise that involves a reasonable amount of balance and coordination safely, then choose that exercise. Don’t however, get caught up in the hardcore “squat or die” mentality that so often pervades the fitness community. There are many paths to the same goal. Choose the one that’s best for you.
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What About Using a Weighted Paddle to Increase Power? As I mentioned in the introduction to this guide, I often hear players suggest swinging a weighted paddle or using a dumbbell to mimic table tennis strokes in order to increase power and hand speed. I do not recommend doing this. Table tennis is a sport of precision that requires a great deal of accuracy. Because of this, it is important to maintain the integrity of your stroke when training. Interestingly, the effects of using a weighed bat on swing velocity have been studied in baseball. They found that although the athlete perceived swing velocity to be faster after using a weighted bat, the first swing post-weighted condition was actually significantly slower [28]. A better alternative is to train exercises that improve the specific motor patterns that table tennis requires without trying to exactly mimic the motion. This is why I included the rotary medicine ball toss. In this exercise the arms are merely “delivering” the ball. They are not responsible for generating the force of the throw. Instead, you rely on the stronger muscle of your lower body and core to generate power. Once you are able to harness that power, it can easily be translated into a more powerful loop!



What about Cardio? I realize that this book may come across as anti-cardio at times. That is not my intention. Cardiovascular health is very important, but all too often I see people perform cardio for the wrong reasons… This is my perspective on cardio for table tennis players:   



If your only reason for performing cardio is for health reasons, keep in mind that table tennis and resistance training are also providing a moderate cardiovascular benefit. If you are performing cardio in order to lose weight, make sure you’ve addressed your diet first—you’re likely overestimating the amount of calories you’ll burn from exercise. If you’re performing cardio to improve your endurance for table tennis, remember the law of specificity: you’ll see more direct results by performing strenuous table tennis drills that push you beyond your comfort zone. Page 79
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Keep in mind that you must allow your body time to rest and recover. Performing moderate to high intensity cardio in addition to strength training AND table tennis training will make it harder to recover and may begin to negatively impact your table tennis and/or resistance training performance.



What if I just happen to like doing cardio? Great! If you’re simply doing it for enjoyment, then by all means, continue. There’s nothing inherently wrong with cardio! As long as you are also able to fit in your strength training workouts and have no recovery issues, there is no reason to avoid doing an activity you enjoy! For those who don’t enjoy cardio, however, this is my recommendation… Don’t do it! As mentioned, table tennis is your cardio. If you feel like table tennis isn’t challenging enough of a workout then I respectfully suggest you reexamine your approach to training for table tennis. I have yet to meet a person who wouldn’t benefit from better footwork (myself included). And any decent footwork drill—especially if it’s multi-ball—is more than sufficient to get your heart rate up to a decent level! Find a coach, training partner, and/or robot and get to it!
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Periodization for Table Tennis Players



Now that you have a basic resistance training routine, you may be wondering how to balance your strength and conditioning training with your table tennis training… It’s often tempting to attempt an “everything but the kitchen sink” approach to training. Athletes will want to simultaneously improve their conditioning, strength, speed, muscularity, and body composition, all while maintaining or increasing their sport specific practice schedules. Unfortunately, in addition to leading to burnout, this type of training also pulls your body (and your focus) in too many directions at once, hampering overall progress. It is much more beneficial to break your training up into cycles that focus on one or two complementary adaptations. This will allow you to reach your goals more efficiently and will provide the opportunity for you to peak your performance as your competitive season starts. In order to do this, you should vary the intensity, volume, and training specificity of your programming by splitting it up into periodization cycles with distinct goals and priorities. In the section below I will outline a basic method by which this can be accomplished.
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Preparatory Period The off-season is a good time to establish a base level of conditioning and strength. This will lay the groundwork for more intense and sport-specific training in later training cycles. During this period, you should split your training up into two or more phases:



Endurance/Technique Phase (2-4 weeks) In this phase, your primary focus is on building the endurance necessary to prevent fatigue from becoming a limiting factor in matches and tournaments. As I mentioned before, for table tennis players, I feel this is best accomplished by performing “sport specific cardio.” So, instead of spending a lot of time running on a treadmill or an elliptical machine, try incorporating table tennis drills that are…    



Relatively lower in intensity Long in duration Higher in volume/frequency Somewhat predictable



This is an ideal time to work on perfecting technique through repetitive practice and really grooving your strokes. Proportionally, you should be spending more time performing drills and less time playing matches. Each practice session should include less “downtime” than a typical night of playing matches would. If you do follow a cardiovascular conditioning program, now is the time to focus on long, slow, distance running/swimming/cycling. This will build a strong aerobic base which can later be maintained at a lower frequency and volume. Strength training during this phase should be limited to 2-3 sessions per week in order to accommodate the increase in volume and time spent on table tennis drills and conditioning.



Strength and Power Phase (4-8 weeks) In this phase your focus shifts away from endurance and towards increasing strength and power. Some goals to focus on during this phase include: Page 82
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Improving body composition and relative strength: If you have a stretch of time without any major tournaments on the horizon, this is an ideal opportunity to really focus on making your body a more efficient and powerful athletic machine. Depending on your current body composition this could involve focusing on gaining strength while reducing body fat through a caloric deficit, or gaining lean body mass by entering a slight caloric surplus while still focusing on gaining strength through resistance training. Strength training sessions during this period should occur between 3-4 times per week.







Increasing the intensity and specificity of table tennis drills: After the endurance/technique phase, you should now have a solid base from which you can build up the intensity of your table tennis drills so that they become more specific to in-game situations. This means incorporating drills that are equal to or higher in intensity than what you will experience during a typical match. One of the best ways to accomplish this is to incorporate multi-ball training, intense footwork drills, and “mock matches” which include an element of randomness. Because these types of drills are higher in intensity, it is important to manage fatigue by reducing the duration of these types of training sessions. Once fatigue begins to compromise technique, you should reduce the intensity or take a rest period in order to maintain the integrity of your strokes.







Begin including more matches: In the latter stages of the strength and power phase, as your competitive season approaches, you should begin to include more matches in your practice sessions. This will allow you to piece together the individual skills you have been practicing and will better prepare you for competition.



First Transition Period Before you transition to your competitive season, it is wise to take a week to deload by reducing the intensity and volume of your training. This will allow any fatigue that has accumulated during the strength and power phase to dissipate and will give your body a chance to actualize the performance improvements achieved during the preparatory period. During this week you should avoid any high intensity drills for table tennis and reduce the frequency of your strength training to 1-2 sessions with lighter weights.
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Competition Period In the competition period, your primary objective is to peak your performance to ensure that you can perform your best during competitive matches. In order to do this, you should shift the goal of your physical conditioning from improvement to maintenance. This can be achieved by slightly reducing the frequency of resistance training and keeping the intensity and volume moderate throughout the competitive season. This will ensure that you are fully recovered in between tournaments and will minimize the risk of injury and/or overreaching. The amount of time you should devote to drills/practice will depend on your competitive schedule. In general, practice should become even more specific to match-play and should focus on shoring up weaknesses while maintaining your strengths as a player.



Second Transition Period After your competitive season ends, you should take a few weeks to relax a bit. Training should be low intensity, unstructured, and most importantly, FUN. This will give both your mind and body some much needed rest and will allow you to attack your next training block with increased focus and energy.



Concluding Thoughts on Periodization What I have outlined above is only a rough model of what periodization could look like for a table tennis player. There are many individual variables that could impact the optimal way to periodize training, so my recommendations here are somewhat vague and generalized. The important concept to take away from this section is that, above all else, as an athlete you should always have clear goals that you are working towards and these goals need to fit together as part of a larger plan for improvement.
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Rest and Recovery Rest and recovery are the last essential pieces of the puzzle that must be in place to ensure optimal performance and continued progress in the gym. You could be spot on with your nutrition and killing it in the gym, but if you’re not allowing your body to recover properly, your progress will be short-lived. The two areas we’ll focus on are sleep and recovery between workouts.



The Importance of SLEEP Do not underestimate consequences of not getting enough sleep! Besides making you feel like crap, not getting enough sleep can make it harder to lose fat [29], and it can also negatively affect your ability to recover from training by reducing muscle protein synthesis, and increasing cortisol levels [30]. Here are a few tips for improving the quality of your sleep:     



 







Get room darkening shades and ensure that your bedroom is as dark (and quiet) as possible. Keep the temperature a little cooler at night. Establish a bedtime routine and try to go to sleep around the same time each night. Limit the activities you do from bed—sleep and sex, or maybe some reading before falling asleep. Don’t get in the habit of staying in bed all day. Limit or eliminate caffeine intake when within six or less hours of bedtime. Even if you have no problems falling asleep when taking caffeine at night, the quality of your sleep will still be affected [31]. Reduce exposure to electronics before bed—too much blue light will inhibit your body’s natural release of melatonin. Consider supplementing with Magnesium. If you happen to be deficient in this mineral (an occurrence that is more common in athletes because it is lost through sweat), then your sleep quality may be impaired. A standard dose for magnesium falls in the range of 200-400mg taken daily. Magnesium does not have a sedative effect, so it may be taken any time of the day. If you have done all of the above and still take a long time to fall asleep, taking some melatonin before bed may be helpful. Take 1-5 grams of melatonin (start with the lower end of the range to determine the lowest effective dose) 30 minutes before bed. Page 85



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness So how much sleep do I actually need? It’s hard to put an exact number on how much sleep you need as an adult because it will vary quite a bit person to person. Personally, I like Greg Nuckols’ way of putting it: “If you need to wake up to an alarm, you’re not sleeping long enough. Your goal should be to wake up naturally every morning, with an alarm reserved for rare occasions when you NEED to be up earlier or go to sleep later than normal – this should be the exception, not the rule.” If you forced me to put a number on it, I’d say most adults should shoot for 7-9 hours of sleep per night.



Recovering in-between Workouts/Training When you first start resistance training, it’s very likely that you will feel pretty sore in the days following your first session. This is called delayed onset muscle soreness (DOMS). The legs especially can be particularly vulnerable to getting very sore after your first couple of workouts. This can cause some panic in the beginner lifter…especially if there happens to be a lot of stairs in his or her near future. Don’t worry! Once you get in the habit of working out, DOMS will be reduced dramatically. For the most part, DOMS occurs when you introduce your muscles to something novel—a new exercise, a significant change in intensity, volume, or technique, etc. Once you have been training a few weeks, you’ll notice that DOMS will diminish greatly or simply go away. This does not mean your training is not working anymore! It’s important to remember that making your muscles sore is not the objective! Many people erroneously equate muscle soreness with the effectiveness of a workout. A good workout can make you sore, but it won’t always. Performing a thorough warmup is a good way to help reduce the severity of DOMS but it won’t always prevent it. If you’d like to take some extra precautions, doing some additional foam rolling after your workout has been shown to help reduce soreness [32]. In general, to ensure that you are doing everything you can to recover fully from your workouts and training, you should focus on providing your body with adequate amounts of fuel (particularly carbs, protein, and water), getting enough sleep each night, and reducing the amount of stress in your life (to the extent that you can).
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness Can I resistance train and play table tennis in the same day? Yes! The strength training routine provided in this guide is not going to have a huge impact on your muscle glycogen stores: it is fairly low volume and most of the exercises are in the low to moderate rep ranges. The routine should feel difficult, but once you adapt to this type of exercise it won’t leave you feeling totally exhausted afterwards. If possible, schedule your resistance training workouts on days that you are not going to be playing table tennis, but if you have to put them on the same day occasionally that’s okay too. On days that you have two workouts, it becomes slightly more important to adhere to the periworkout and intra-workout nutrition protocols outlined in the nutrition section. Depending on how close the two training sessions are to each other, getting some fast-digesting carbs in after your resistance training may be important to maximize the speed in which your glycogen stores are replenished. This will help ensure that you will have the energy you need to play table tennis later that day. What about overtraining? Overtraining is a word that gets tossed about fairly frequently by people as a warning against doing so much physical activity that you exceed your body’s ability to recover. You may have been told things like never workout longer than an hour. You can’t exercise the same muscle group two days in a row. Never workout more than “x” times per week… The truth is, the human body is capable of doing a lot more than most give it credit for. It’s a lot harder to truly overtrain than most realize. In fact, it’s often the people who are most worried about overtraining that are the farthest from it! I’m not saying that overtraining syndrome (OTS) doesn’t exist. It absolutely does. I do believe, however, that in most cases it’s more likely that one is simply “under-eating” and/or “under-sleeping” than they are overtraining. It’s also possible to confuse overreaching with OTS. Overreaching occurs when there is a gradual drop-off in performance that occurs due to a buildup of fatigue. Overreaching can generally be recovered from in 1-2 weeks and can result in a “rebound effect” where performance increases beyond previous levels once the fatigue dissipates. Because of this rebound effect, overreaching is a fairly common training principle that is employed in more advanced training routines.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness So how do you tell the difference? For one, OTS is not something that occurs quickly; it’s a systemic condition that results from weeks or months of excessively intense training without sufficient recovery. Some of the symptoms to look for include:         



Lack of energy Sudden drop in performance Insomnia Headaches Depression/moodiness Loss of passion for training/sport Decreased appetite Increased incidence of injuries Decreased immune system



True overtraining can take several months or longer to recover from. And, unlike overreaching, there is no rebound effect where performance increases above previous levels after recovery. If you feel like you’re overtrained and you take a week off and feel great afterwards, then you did not have OTS. The need to periodically reduce training intensity and volume is a normal part of training and is generally referred to as a deload. Deloads are usually 1-2 weeks long and are scheduled every 4-6 weeks in intermediate and advanced training routines.
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Dealing with Injuries



The best way to avoid an injury is…to never get injured in the first place! There you go; that’s it for this section. Hope you learned a lot! On a more serious note, once you are injured, your likelihood of reinjuring the same body part is often fairly high. For this reason it is vital that you perform thorough warmups and take proper measures to increase your body’s resilience by performing strength training and mobility drills. That said, what do you do if you’re already injured? Obviously, consulting with your doctor and doing what he or she says takes precedence over anything I’ll say here. I am not a doctor and thus my recommendations will remain general and rather brief. Table tennis injuries tend to be injuries of overuse: tennis elbow, wrist tendonitis, nagging pain in the knees or lower back, etc. Popping anti-inflammatory drugs and icing the injured area may help relieve pain, but it won’t address the root of the problem. There are also various straps, wraps, and sleeves that you can use to help alleviate pain—some of which have even been shown to be moderately effective [33]. While these interventions may have their place, I believe it’s more beneficial to attempt to address the root of the problem rather than solely attempt to treat the symptoms. Page 89



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness This is tough because the latter solution is easy (simply take some Advil and put on an elbow strap), while the former requires more work on your part. Let’s take the dreaded “tennis elbow” for example. You’ve ignored the lingering pain in your elbow for a few weeks and what was once a mere annoyance has turned into debilitating pain to the point where even holding your racket is difficult. Here’s what I would suggest: 1. Stop all activity that causes pain. This is probably the hardest thing to do, as the healing process can take weeks (or longer). 2. Consult with your doctor or physiotherapist. Do what they say! 3. Address tissue quality of the lateral epicondyle by foam rolling the area. 4. Perform flexibility and strengthening exercises specifically for the forearm (as long as said movements do not result in pain) and introduce novel movements to increase your movement repertoire. 5. Condition and strengthen the entire body and learn to generate power through larger muscle groups such as the hips and shoulders rather than relying on the wrist or elbow to generate force. 6. Gradually reintroduce table tennis into your routine under the following conditions: 











Have a coach assess your technique and ensure that there are not technical flaws in your stroke that exacerbate the problem—hyperextending the elbow on backhands for example. Adjust your grip: Is the handle on your paddle too thin? This could be causing issues if it causes you to grip the handle too tightly. A little grip tape can help in this regard and, depending on the amount used and where you place it, won’t interfere too much with feedback on your shots. Consider reducing the weight of your setup: Some players note increased comfort when playing with a lighter weight setup. With the wide variety of blades and rubbers available on the market today there are plenty of lighter weight rubbers and blades that may suit you. Here’s a nifty database that may help in your search.



7. Experiment with the use of orthotic or compression sleeves and see if it improves the feeling of the joint without interfering with performance. 8. After initial pain and inflammation have subsided, try applying heat to the area in order to relieve tension and increase blood flow. This may be beneficial in speeding the healing process
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness as the increased blood flow will carry nutrients to the injured area and will help remove cell debris from the damaged tissue. Rather than simply slapping a band-aid on the problem and trying to “tough it out,” this method takes some time to really try to address the deficiencies that may have caused the injury in the first place. Sometimes you have to take a step backward before you can take a few steps forward. The sequence listed above can be roughly adapted to most minor injuries you will incur. In many cases, if you listen to your body and nip these problems in the bud, you can avoid having to take extended breaks from activity.
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Game Day Protocols



While much of this book is dedicated to training and nutritional strategies that prepare you in a general way for table tennis, this chapter provides specific recommendations to make sure you’re performing your best on game day. I have included a list of some of the most important factors you will need to consider:



Rest and Manage Stress Do everything you can to ensure that you are well-rested before going into an important match. Remember, one night of good sleep won’t undo weeks of poor sleep. Plan ahead! You should also do what you can to avoid known stressors in the days weeks preceding an important event. This may not always be possible—perhaps your mother-in-law just moved in. In those cases, be proactive and try to engage in activities that will reduce stress: nature walks, music, art, meditation, good sex, massage, journal…. Find the activities which you find relaxing and do what you can to include them in your life as much as possible. Page 92



The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness If you happen to be feeling especially tired and stressed on game day, master the art of the power nap—20-30 minutes can go a long way towards recharging your batteries and, if done right, won’t leave you feeling groggy afterwards. Plus, taking a nap has been shown to reduce cortisol (the stress hormone) levels [34]. Protip: caffeine + powernap= win. Because caffeine takes about 20-30 minutes to really start kicking in, if you take a short power nap immediately after drinking a caffeinated beverage, you can take advantage of that window to get some sleep in. The caffeine and the nap work synergistically, with the caffeine helping to eliminate that post-nap grogginess!



Reduce/Eliminate Non-Table Tennis Activity While resistance training typically doesn’t interfere much with table tennis performance, it may be wise to reduce your overall training volume in the days leading up to an important match— particularly if your table tennis training has been extra intense in order to prepare for a tournament. This will give your body an opportunity to actualize the performance improvements achieved through training and will ensure that you are in top shape for the game. Whatever you do, do not make any drastic changes to your training a day or two before an important match. Muscle soreness usually results from stimulating your muscles in a manner in which they are not used to; dramatically changing up your routine to make it “easier” may actually result in you being more sore than usual! The only changes you should make are reducing total volume and/or performing some extra mobility work.



Hydrate Make sure you’ve been drinking roughly 2/3rds your body weight in fluid ounces daily— especially throughout the daytime BEFORE the match. Don’t wait until you show up to start drinking water: if you’re dehydrated at that point it’s already too late!
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What to Eat Before Playing As mentioned in the nutrition section, what you should eat before an important match is going to dependent on several factors; thus, there is no one-size-fits-all protocol. These are your primary concerns: 



Your liver and muscle glycogen stores should be fully topped off: Your body stores energy in the form of glycogen in both your liver and your muscles. This is what your body uses to fuel athletic performance. In order to replenish glycogen stores, you must consume carbohydrates. Most people already achieve this through their normal diet— especially if you are following the peri-workout nutrition guidelines outlined the nutrition section. BUT, if you happen to be on a diet and are restricting carbs, AND you have completed some form of high-intensity exercise in close proximity to your match, then you may experience performance detriments due to glycogen depletion. In general, as long as you’ve had 2-3 meals (meals from previous day count), containing moderate to high amounts of carbohydrates since your last training bout, then you have nothing to worry about. o Note: do not bother with glycogen supercompensation; as table tennis players, we are not endurance athletes and thus have no need for this overly-complex protocol.







You must avoid stomach issues: DO NOT experiment with different foods or special “power gels” before a competition. Stick with food that you know your body tolerates well! Try to have at least one meal that is high in carbs with moderate protein and low in fat/fiber somewhere between 2-3 hours before your competition. The closer you get to the competition, the more easily digestible your meal needs to be. So, if you must eat relatively close to the time when you’ll be competing—say, an hour or less—do not eat a heavy meal excessively high in fats and fiber—both of which slow digestion and may cause gastric distress. In these cases, liquid calories and simple carbs along with some protein are better options.
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What to Eat/Drink During Play Use the recommendations from the intra-workout nutrition section to determine whether you need anything more than water. You should always have some “tried and true” foods that you know your body tolerates well with you just in case, however. Something to consider: Taking in some fuel, even if your body doesn’t truly need it, can have a strong placebo effect and may help you out mentally. Experiment to find out whether this is the case for you.



Supplementation If you have tested and respond well to the caffeine + L-theanine stack, then you can take a dose 30 minutes before you expect to play your first match. This should result in improved energy and focus without jitteriness and excitability. If you are especially prone to nerves during important matches, you may need to up the dose of L-theanine or simply avoid taking the caffeine + L-theanine altogether.



Pre-Match Warmup Just like with your workouts, before you get into the table tennis specific warmup at the beginning of the match, you must first prepare your body for physical activity. Well before a competition you should already have an established warm-up routine that works for you. Refer to the mobility section of this book for ideas on exercises to include.
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Conclusion Table tennis may have a long way to go before it’s thought of as a sport by the average person, but that doesn’t mean we aren’t athletes! If you take the information in this guide and apply it to your life, you will look, feel, and move better than ever before. You’ll also have a better understanding of nutrition, sports training, and supplementation than many athletes, let alone the average person! I hope this will inspire you to start your own journey in the world of health and fitness because I’ve only scratched the surface here. I’ve written this guide with an eye on the most up-to-date, evidence-based fitness and nutritional information available; however, it’s important to keep in mind that science is self-correcting. Photo by courtesy of ITTF



Over time, as more evidence is collected, recommendations can change. In order to get future updates to this guide, I highly recommend you sign up for my newsletter and shoot me an email. It’s the best way to get in touch with me. I’m happy to answer any questions you may have about this book and I’d love to hear your thoughts on training and nutrition for the table tennis player! I put a lot of time and effort into making this a free resource for table tennis players, so please feel free to share this with as many people as you like! Spread the word!
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About the Author Kevin Finn is a certified strength and conditioning specialist (CSCS) and the owner and creator of FitnessWalkthrough.com. As a strength training and nutritional consultant with a master’s degree in education, he specializes in breaking down complex information and arming people with the knowledge and tools necessary to transform their physiques and take their performance to the next level. Kevin’s love for table tennis began in high school and never left. As a player he specializes in playing defensively, losing frequently, and spending inordinate amounts of time researching and tweaking his setup. He can be found frequenting the OOAK Table Tennis Forum under the moniker, Joo Se Kev.
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Notes [1] Regression models of sprint, vertical jump, and change of direction performance. [2] Energy intake required to maintain body weight is not affected by wide variation in diet composition. [3] Comparison of weight-loss diets with different compositions of fat, protein, and carbohydrates [4] Similar weight loss with low- or high-carbohydrate diets [5] Energetics of obesity and weight control: does diet composition matter [6] Discrepancy between self-reported and actual caloric intake and exercise in obese subjects [7] Nutrition and Your Health: Dietary Guidelines for Americans [8] Meta-analysis of prospective cohort studies evaluating the association of saturated fat with cardiovascular disease. [9] Blueberry supplementation improves memory in older adults. [10] Influence of the feeding frequency on nutrient utilization in man: consequences for energy metabolism [11] Hydration and Physical Performance [12] Acute effects on metabolism and appetite profile of one meal difference in the lower range of meal frequency [13] Splanchnic and leg substrate exchange after ingestion of a natural mixed meal in humans. [14] Belief beyond the evidence: using the proposed effect of breakfast on obesity to show 2 practices that distort scientific evidence. [15] Chronobiological aspects of weight loss in obesity: effects of different meal timing regimens. [16] Body composition, nutrient intake and physical activity patterns in young women during Ramadan. [17] Nutrient timing revisited: is there a post-exercise anabolic window? [18] The influence of higher protein intake and greater eating frequency on appetite control in overweight and obese men. [19] The combined effects of L-theanine and caffeine on cognitive performance and mood.
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The Table Tennis Player’s Guide to Health and Fitness [20] The combination of L-theanine and caffeine improves cognitive performance and increases subjective alertness. [21] The impact of stretching on sports injury risk: a systematic review of the literature. [22] Stretching before exercise does not reduce the risk of local muscle injury: a critical review of the clinical and basic science literature. [23] Why strength training? [24] Resistance Exercise Reverses Aging in Human Skeletal Muscle [25] Influence of moderately intense strength training on flexibility in sedentary young women. [26] Relative Safety of Weight Lifting and Weight Training [27] The application of training to failure in periodized multiple-set resistance exercise programs. [28] After-effects of using a weighted bat on subsequent swing velocity and batters' perceptions of swing velocity and heaviness. [29] Insufficient sleep undermines dietary efforts to reduce adiposity [30] Sleep and muscle recovery: endocrinological and molecular basis for a new and promising hypothesis. [31] Caffeine Effects on Sleep Taken 0, 3, or 6 Hours before Going to Bed [32] ACUTE EFFECTS OF FOAM ROLLING ON DOMS [33] The Immediate Effect of Orthotic Management on Grip Strength of Patients With Lateral Epicondylosis. [34] Benefits of napping and an extended duration of recovery sleep on alertness and immune cells after acute sleep restriction.
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