
Project Report & Recommendations

REASONS FOR FEMALE 
PLAYER ENGAGEMENT AND 

DROP OUT IN THE 18-30 AGE 
GROUP IN ENGLISH TABLE 

TENNIS

PARTNER LOGO



CONTENTS

Female Player (18-30) Engagement & Drop out in English Women’s Table Tennis 

1………..Introduction
2………..Summary of key findings
3………..Research overview
4………..PART 1 – SURVEY FACTS & FIGURES
5………..Player demographics
6………..Player information – status, level & age
7……….. How were female players introduced to table tennis?
8-11….. Why do female players in the 18-30 group stop playing table tennis?
12-13… Are female players that have dropped out interested in playing again?
14-15… Why do female players in the 18-30 group play table tennis?
16-17… Why do some female players in the 18-30 group keep playing but stop entering competitions?
18………Are female played aged 18-30 engaging in other areas of the sport?
19………What competitions have female players aged 18-30 played in?
20……… How did female players aged 18-30 rate their overall experience?
21………PART 2 – FOCUS GROUP & SURVEY COMMENT FINDNGS
22………Player & coach focus group introduction
23-39… What leads female players aged 18-30 to stop playing or have negative experiences?
40-46… What facilitates female players aged 18-30 to stay in the sport and have positive experiences?
47-53… What are the competition experiences of females (18-30) and what events do they want to play in?
54………PART 3 – RECOMMENDATIONS
55………Introduction to the recommendations
56-65… Recommendations

Produced by Dr Emma Vickers, Grace Harrison, Karen McLoughlin & Dr Emily Cartigny (TASS)



1

INTRODUCTION
In 2020, Table Tennis England approached TASS to engage in a research project centred on female player experience in the 
18-30 age category. TASS are a Sport England funded partnership between talented athletes, education institutions, and 
national governing bodies of sport. TASS have a research arm (TASS Insight) that delivers projects for organisations across 
the UK and Europe in the field of athlete pathways and experience.  

In the sport of table tennis, female participation at all levels of the game is significantly lower than male counterparts. 
This issue exists across various other sports, and despite substantial efforts by Sport England and national governing 
bodies within many sports, numerous social barriers that prevent female participation continue to exist. The 18-30 age 
category is a specific area of interest for many sports, due to the number of lifestyle transitions and factors that females 
experience within this age bracket that can negatively impact their engagement in sport.

The overarching aim of this research was to explore female player experience (from the social to high-performance level)
in the English system within the 18-30 age bracket. Focus areas included:

• What assists female players in the 18-30 age group to have long-lasting positive experiences in the sport?

• What factors lead to female players in the 18-30 age group to drop out from the sport or have negative experiences?

• What competitions do female players in the 18-30 age group enjoy and want to play in?

We will first start with a summary of key findings, followed by how the research was conducted. We will then provide an 
overview of the survey and focus group findings. Finally, we present our recommendations for Table Tennis England to 
consider actioning.
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SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS
➢ The average age that female players dropped out of the sport was 19.5 years

➢ The more elite a player becomes the earlier they drop out from the sport

➢ Education and work commitments are the biggest barrier to female participation in this age group

➢ The higher education system is currently an untapped resource for female engagement

➢ Female players experience a drop in engagement with Table Tennis England and in training and event opportunities when 

they leave the junior level

➢ Female players are unclear on their options as a senior player & struggle to make the transition

➢ Females perceive that the sport is male dominated and this is a barrier for social level players to engage

➢ Female players are relationship driven and it is the social side of the game that they value the most

➢ When female players have close relationships with their coaches and their coach as a ‘whole-person’ focus, their 

experiences in the sport are more positive

➢ Female players thrive in team-based environments, they want more team-based competitions, and high-level players want 

more opportunities to work together as a team

➢ When female players stop playing table tennis, they are losing connection with the sport, with the majority not engaging in 

other areas such as coaching

➢ When players start other activities (such as coaching) whilst they are still playing, this increases their longevity and 

connection to the sport 
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RESEARCH OVERVIEW
STRUCTURE
This research used a two-phased approach, incorporating both quantitative and qualitative elements.

Part 1 – Survey
A survey was developed in collaboration with Table Tennis 
England that had the following criteria;  To take part you must 
be: (a) female between the ages of 18 and 30, (b) English or 
have moved to England, (c) have engaged in the sport of table 
tennis at some point in your life (in England) at any level (i.e., 
from playing for fun to high performance), and (d) either a 
current or former player.

The survey was shared by Table Tennis England and TASS. The 
survey required participants to answer several demographic 
questions (e.g., age, level competed at, location), and identify 
their current status of play (regularly playing and competing, 
actively playing but no longer competing, play socially but 
never competed, no longer playing at all). Depending on the 
player’s current status of play, they were asked further 
questions around what supported their engagement in table 
tennis, what led to their drop out, their general experience in 
the sport, and feedback for Table Tennis England.

Part 2 – Focus groups
Although survey data can give you a general overview 
of what the important factors around engagement and 
dropout may be, collecting qualitative data through 
focus groups provides data that is more in-depth. 

TASS conducted 5 focus groups in March 2021. The 
focus groups included coaches (10 coaches in total) 
who have worked in a variety of environments (e.g., 
universities, clubs, schools) and with different levels of 
female players (i.e., social to elite). Alongside the 
coaches, TASS also spoke with female players who were 
at different levels in the game, including players at the 
elite level, regional level, and social level.
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Part 1
SURVEY FACTS 
& FIGURES



PLAYER DEMOGRAPHICS
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This section will give an overview of facts and figures from the survey. The comments made by players in the survey 
will be included in part 2.

122
Female players aged 18-30 

completed the survey

Mixture of ages between 18-
30, highest representation 

was 18-19 (22%) and lowest 
was 28-29 (6%)

81%
Of players were of white 

ethnicity

Asian or Asian British 
(7.4%), Mixed (5.7%), Black 

or Black British (4.9%), 
Other (0.8%) 

90%
Said they DID NOT have a 
physical or mental health 

condition

Conditions experienced 
included mental health, long-

term pain, and mobility 
issues

23%
Of players were from the 

East Midlands (the 
highest representation)

Players were spread 
across England, but the 
lowest region was the 

West Midlands



PLAYER INFORMATION – STATUS, LEVEL & AGE
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Status of play

39%
No longer played table 

tennis at all

31%
Were regularly playing 
and competing (pre-

COVID-19)

24%
Were actively playing 
but no longer playing 

competitions (pre-
COVID-19)

6%
Played socially and 
had not competed

Highest level of play
For the purpose of analysis, we 
put players in 4 groups based 
on the highest level they have 

played at

43%
Have played at an 
international level 

(mixture of U13-senior)

Have played at a 
national level 32%

18%
Have played at a 

regional/county/schools 
event/university level

Have played at a 
social or local 
league level 7%

We did not specify what we meant by ‘international’ in the survey, 
and therefore it is possible that players self-classified themselves at 
this level through playing events such as British Schools. Therefore, 

in some cases, we have broken international down to those who 
stated they had played at a senior international level.

Please note that these are the highest levels achieved by players, 
and not their current level. Many players will have moved from an 

international level to a lower, participatory level, and therefore 
any findings related to this level are relevant for the performance 

and participation teams.

10yrs

Is the average age that female 
players started playing table tennis

The higher the level reached by 
the player, the earlier they are 

introduced to the sport.

International players - age 9

Social players – age 21



HOW WERE FEMALE PLAYERS INTRODUCED TO TABLE TENNIS?

49% Through a family 
member 81%

Stated that this was a 
MALE family member 

Predominantly their father
(55%)

There are more than double the 
number of active players who were 
introduced to the sport via a family 
member, compared to players who were 
introduced to the sport through other 
means. When a player has family who also 
actively play, this may increase 
connectivity to the sport, and in turn 
increase the likelihood that players will 
stay in the sport for longer.38% Through school

A small number of players were introduced to the sport at a leisure centre, through promotion at a community venue, on holiday, or 
through university/work.

No female players reported being introduced to table tennis through; seeing the sport on TV, spectating at an event, being inspired by 
other English female players, through marketing activities, through a ping pong parlour, or other avenues.

These stats also suggest how important a female players’ experience of table tennis is at school, because this is often an avenue into 
the sport for female players. The finding that almost 50% of players started playing because of the influence of a family member is also 
relevant as it highlights the importance of familial connections in the sport for females. The finding that female players are more likely 
to be introduced to the sport via a male also highlights the importance of male role models in a female player’s experience in the sport.

When narrowed down to players who had reached an international level, family members and school were the only ways they had been 
introduced to the sport.

4% Through friends
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of players who responded to the survey did not play table tennis anymore at all.

WHY DO FEMALE PLAYERS IN THE 18-30 GROUP STOP PLAYING TABLE TENNIS?

10yrs

39%

19.5yrs
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The average age that female 
players (all levels) dropped out 

from the sport

Is the average length of time that these 
players were involved in the sport

(when we compare the average start age of 
the dropout population - 9.1 years - with the 

age these players left the sport)

Does drop out age vary for players at different levels?

• International level players (U13-junior) – age 17.6 years

• International level players (senior) – age 20.5 years

• National level players – age 19.5 years

• Regional/County/University/Schools event level players – age 20.1 years

• Social play/Local league level players – age 23 years

From these figures, we can see that (besides the senior international players who on 
average dropped out at age 20.5) the more elite a female player becomes, the 
earlier they dropout from the sport. This is a common theme that is seen across 

many sports, as talented athletes try to navigate the challenging junior to senior 
transition. In combination with multiple life transitions, there is the requirement for 

additional support, that is less essential at a more social sport level. Although we 
recognise that higher level players start playing earlier, it is interesting to see that many 

top players do not play into their twenties.

We saw no link between the age that a player started and the age that a player dropped 
out (i.e., whether starting at a later age means dropping out earlier).



WHY DO FEMALE PLAYERS IN THE 18-30 GROUP STOP PLAYING TABLE TENNIS?
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Female players on average 
drop out at age 19.5
This is an unsurprising trend as 
players at this stage may have 
just experienced multiple life 
transitions. These include 
making the leap into the senior 
level of the sport, moving from 
adolescence to adulthood, and in 
doing so, have to organise their 
training and getting to events 
for the first time. They may have 
also transitioned into new 
environments such as university 
or the workplace, and in doing 
so, moved location. 

Finally, players make an important financial transition at this age, moving away from dependence on parents, and 
perhaps may have to fund tournaments for the first time. This will be an important topic of discussion later in the 
report. These multiple transitions happening at the same time are illustrated in the holistic athletic career model 
(pictured) in the red box (Wylleman et al., 2013).



WHY DO FEMALE PLAYERS IN THE 18-30 GROUP STOP PLAYING TABLE TENNIS?

Top 10
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reasons that female players (18-30) 
drop out from the sport

55%

32%

28%

19%

17%

17%

17%

15%

11%

11%

EDUCATION OR WORK COMMITMENTS

LOSS OF INTEREST IN THE SPORT

MOVED LOCATION

LACK OF TRAINING OPPORTUNITIES

HAD A BAD EXPERIENCE

UNCLEAR ABOUT OPPORTUNITIES AVAILABLE AS A 
SENIOR PLAYER

LACK OF OPPORTUNITIES TO TRAIN WITH PEOPLE 
IN MY OWN AGE GROUP

FOUND OTHER SOCIAL ACTIVITIES

LACK OF FEMALE ROLE MODELS

LACK OF FEMALE SPECIFIC TRAINING 
OPPORTUNITIES

Why do female players (18-30) stop playing table tennis?

EDUCATION AND WORK COMMITMENTS ARE A BARRIER TO FEMALE 
PARTICIPATION. DEVELOPING MORE ENVIRONMENTS THAT COMBINE THE TWO 
MAY BE KEY TO RETAINING MORE PLAYERS.

Players were asked to identify their top 3 reasons 
behind why they no longer played table tennis. 
Players stated that education and work commitments
were the biggest barrier engagement, which may 
also explain why moving location is featured highly. 
This suggests that many females do not want to 
actively leave the sport, but their environment or 
location is a limiting factor. Developing more work 
and educational environments where it is possible to 
also play table tennis may therefore be key to 
retaining more females in this age bracket. This will 
be discussed in more detail later. Training 
opportunities with other females and those of a 
similar age also feature, which was a key discussion 
point made by players in the focus groups.

There were no major differences between the age a 
player dropped out and their top reason for dropping 
out of the sport.



WHAT CAUSES DIFFERENT LEVELS OF PLAYERS TO DROP OUT?

When we split reasons for dropping out by player level, there are some interesting shifts in the results:
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• Top 3 reasons international level female players stop playing 
(across all age groups, i.e., U13 to senior): Education and 
work commitments, finances, lack of female specific training 
opportunities.

• Top 3 reasons international level female players who 
competed for England in the U13 to junior levels stop 
playing: Unclear about opportunities as a senior player, had a 
bad experience, loss of interest.

• Top 3 reasons national level female players stop playing: 
Education and work commitments, loss of interest, lack of 
training opportunities/unclear about opportunities as a 
senior player.

• Top 3 reasons regional/county/university/school level female 
players stop playing: Education and work commitments, 
found other social activities (perhaps through university), 
loss of interest.

• Top reason social level female players dropped out: Had a 
bad experience (limited players in this group so only one 
reason is identified).

As highlighted previously, education and work 
commitments featured amongst most categories. It 
does not feature for those players that played 
internationally at the U13 to junior level because 
results suggest that they have already dropped out (on 
average, age 17.6) before reaching the stage where 
education and work commitments could impact them. 
These players drop out before age 18 because they 
are unclear what opportunities are available to them 
as senior players, they lose interest, and they 
identified having bad experiences. We aimed to unpick 
these factors in the focus groups. Finances were also a 
factor behind why international level players no 
longer play, suggesting they could not keep up with 
the costs associated with the sport or had limited or 
no access to funds or bursaries. Limited social level 
players were in the dropout category, but those that 
were, identified having a bad experience. Again, this is 
a factor we aimed to understand more about when we 
spoke to players.
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81%
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of the 47 players that no longer 
played table tennis at all
said ‘YES’ – they would be 

interested in engaging in the 
sport again.

The chart represents the top 6 reasons identified by 
players that would assist with their reengagement.

Overall, there is a desire for more training, coaching, 
and competitive opportunities for females in the 18-
30 age group. Such opportunities need to match the 
different levels of players (i.e., social to elite). The 
exact opportunities that players want are discussed 
in the focus group findings. In addition, players 
perceive that competitions are too expensive, and 
with many players in this age group at university or 
in an early career work role, this would explain why 
finances are a barrier.

50%

37%

34%

32%

31%

24%

0 10 20 30 40 50 60

MORE COMPETITIVE AND TRAINING 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR FEMALES OVER AGE 18

OPPORTUNITY TO PARTICIPATE WITH OTHER 
FEMALES ON A SOCIAL BASIS

OPPORTUNITIES TO BE COACHED 

COMPETITIONS BECAME LESS EXPENSIVE 

INCREASED SUPPORT AND RECOGNITION FROM 
TABLE TENNIS ENGLAND 

MORE OPPORTUNITIES TO COMBINE TABLE TENNIS 
WITH EDUCATION 

What would support female players (18-30) to reengage with 
table tennis in the future?

ARE FEMALE PLAYERS THAT HAVE DROPPED OUT INTERESTED IN PLAYING AGAIN?



ARE FEMALE PLAYERS THAT HAVE DROPPED OUT INTERESTED IN PLAYING AGAIN?

Female Player (18-30) Engagement & Drop out in English Women’s Table Tennis 13

• Changes in personal life meaning they cannot play anymore.
• Prefer team sports over table tennis because they enjoy 

the team environment.
• It was mandatory to play the sport in school, and they never 

developed a genuine interest.
• Interested in other sports over table tennis.
• Feel that there is huge inequality in the sport, in relation to 

social status, gender, and ethnicity.
• Feel table tennis is in the past, and now focused on current 

career.
• Limited opportunities to play socially in their university.

Interestingly, when we look at the demographics of those 
players who said they would not be interested in engaging in 
the sport again, many were players who had played at an 
international junior level. This links back to reasons behind why 
they dropped out, which included ‘having a bad experience.’

Those players who said NO – they would not 
be interested in engaging in the sport again, 
gave the following reasons:



WHY DO FEMALE PLAYERS IN THE 18-30 GROUP PLAY TABLE TENNIS?
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of players outlined that (pre-Covid) they were 
regularly playing and competing,31%

24%
of players stated that they were actively 
playing but no longer playing competitions

6%
of players that completed the survey said they 
played socially and had never competed 
before. 

reasons that female players 
(18-30) play the sport

Players were first asked to identify their top 3 reasons 
for playing the sport. The chart on the right represents 
the results for players of all levels. The top 4 reasons 
why female players play the sport are intrinsic. This 
refers to motives that are driven by internal rewards and 
are naturally satisfying. Extrinsic motives (externally 
driven rewards) also feature but are less important to 
females. When players were asked to identify their 
number one reason, the top answers were once again 
intrinsic. The number one factor was enjoyment of the 
game and being challenged, closely followed by 
friendships that players had in table tennis and enjoying 
the social side of the sport. 

Top 10

64%

49%

31%

27%

27%

13%

13%

13%

13%

9%

ENJOYMENT OF THE GAME AND CHALLENGING 
MYSELF

FRIENDSHIPS WITH TEAMMATES/OTHER PLAYERS

ENJOY THE SOCIAL SIDE OF THE SPORT

HELPS WITH MY PHYSICAL WELLBEING

THE DESIRE TO BECOME A HIGH-PERFORMING 
PLAYER

HELPS WITH MY MENTAL WELLBEING

MY IDENTITY IS HIGHLY TIED TO BEING A TABLE 
TENNIS PLAYER

POSITIVE COACH RELATIONSHIPS

THE OPPORTUNITY TO PLAY AND COMPETE 
ALONGSIDE THE BEST AT THE BIGGEST …

THE DESIRE TO PLAY FOR ENGLAND

What motivates female players (18-30) to play table tennis?



WHY DO FEMALE PLAYERS IN THE 18-30 GROUP PLAY TABLE TENNIS?
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FEMALE PLAYERS ARE RELATIONSHIP ORIENTATED. 
THEIR SOCIAL EXPERIENCES AND CONNECTIONS IN 
TABLE TENNIS ARE IMPORTANT.

Females are more relationship orientated than males, and 
this is evident in the results. Opportunities to socialise and 
play in team-based events are important factors to facilitate 
player engagement, and these will be discussed in depth via 
the focus group findings. 

Although we saw earlier in the report that female players 
rarely start playing table tennis when introduced to the 
sport through friends (only 4%), they are clearly forming 
positive and meaningful friendships when in the sport. 
When their friends in table tennis stop playing, this in turn 
could be a catalyst that leads to further players dropping 
out.

When we look specifically at different levels that players have 
competed at, there is a shift:

International (current and past) players – perhaps as expected, 
we start to see less importance on social factors, and a shift 
towards performance factors. The top factor remains the same, 
enjoying the game and challenging self. However, we then start 
to see more performance factors such as the desire to become 
a high performing player, desire to play for England, and the 
opportunity to compete alongside the best. Many players in 
this level also stated their identity was very strongly tied to 
being a table tennis player. A strong sporting identity has been 
shown to increase longevity in sport.

EXTRINSIC FACTORS START TO BECOME MORE 
IMPORTANT FOR HIGHER LEVEL PLAYERS

For the remaining levels of players (social to national level), there is almost no difference between the factors that facilitate their 
engagement. The top factors include, enjoying the social side, friendships with teammates and other players, and benefits to 
physical/mental wellbeing. We see a shift back to intrinsic social and wellbeing factors
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We added in ‘actively playing but no longer playing in 
competitions’ in the status of play question to understand why 
some players want to keep playing in their clubs but decide to 
not enter competitions.

We asked players in this category what their two main reasons 
for not entering competitions were. The top 6 reasons are 
identified on the right. Education and work commitments once 
again feature and suggest that players are not against playing 
in tournaments, but they have limitations in their environments 
that mean they cannot. Lack of female competitions, costs, and 
travel also feature. All of these topics were discussed in more 
detail in the focus groups.

76%

28%

24%

21%

7%

7%

LIMITED TIME DUE TO WORK AND 
EDUCATION COMMITMENTS

COMPETITIONS ARE TOO EXPENSIVE

LIMITED FEMALE COMPETITORS

HAD TO TRAVEL TOO FAR

DIDN'T LIKE THE STRUCTURE OF THE 
COMPETITION

OTHER

What are the top reasons why female players (18-
30) do not enter competitions?



WHY DO SOME FEMALE PLAYERS IN THE 18-30 GROUP KEEP PLAYING BUT STOP ENTERING 
COMPETITIONS?
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97% OF PLAYERS SAID 
YES, THEY WANT TO PLAY 
COMPETITIONS AGAIN ONE 
DAY
That’s 29/30 players. That is a positive 
outcome and suggests that players actively 
want to be reengage in competitions 
(perhaps after having a few years out) if 
there are some changes that occur.

We asked this group of female players a 
more specific question around what changes 
they would like to see to competitions if they 
were to reengage. There were 20 comments 
left on this topic. There was much more 
discussion related to this topic in the focus 
groups. See part 2 to understand what 
female players want to see change in 
competitions.

ENJOYMENT OF THE GAME AND PHYSICAL WELLBEING 
BENEFITS KEEP THIS POPULATON OF PLAYERS CONNECTED TO 
THE SPORT IN THE ABSENCE OF COMPETITION

Interestingly, when we asked these players to outline the ‘most important’ factor out of 
those they had selected, social factors such as ‘enjoying the social side’ once again emerge, 
however, we also see ‘the desire to become a high performing player’ and ‘my identity is 
highly tied to be being a table tennis player’ also emerge. This supports the finding that 
most players want to reengage in competition.

ONLY 18% OF PLAYERS THAT PLAY IN EVENTS 
WERE 24 YRS +, SUGGESTING PLAYERS DROP OFF FROM 
PLAYING EVENTS AS THEY MOVE TOWARDS 30

PLAYERS ENTER EVENTS PRIMARILY BECAUSE OF THE 
SOCIAL BENEFITS
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We asked whether female players (regardless of whether they were still playing or not), if they were or had previously been involved in other 
areas of the sport, outside of playing. The overall figures across all types and levels of player are represented in the below chart.

59%

40%

31%

21%

19%

13%

Female player (18-30) involvement in other areas 
of the game

Coaching

Spectating

Committee role

Not involved in any other
areas

Voluntary or paid role in
another capacity

Officiating

It is positive to see female players engaging in other areas 
of the sport, however, when we look more closely at the 
results, we observed that…

ONLY 5 OUT OF 47 PLAYERS THAT NO LONGER 
PLAY ARE OR HAVE BEEN INVOLVED IN OTHER AREAS 
OF THE SPORT

These 5 players were involved in coaching and officiating. 
This suggests that when female players in this age 
group stop playing, they are losing connection with 
the sport. Therefore, there needs to be targeted action to 
get this group of players actively involved in other areas 
before they stop playing.

COACHING IS THE MOST COMMON ACTIVITY THAT FEMALE 
PLAYERS ARE INVOLVED IN OUTSIDE OF PLAYING

49 OUT OF 122 PLAYERS SAID THEY HAD NEVER 
BEEN INVOLVED IN ANY OTHER AREA, AND AS 
HIGHLIGHTED ABOVE, MOST OF THESE PLAYERS HAD 
COMPLETELY DROPPED OUT OF THE SPORT



WHAT COMPETITIONS HAVE FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 PLAYED IN?
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88%

85%

77%

74%

71%

70%

57%

50%

46%

41%

39%

2%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

LOCAL LEAGUE OR CLUB EVENTS

COUNTY CHAMPIONSHIPS

NATIONAL SCHOOLS CHAMPIONSHIPS

NATIONAL CADET/JUNIOR LEAGUE

JUNIOR BRITISH LEAGUE

CADET/JUNIOR NATIONALS

GRAND PRIX EVENTS

WOMEN'S BRITISH LEAGUE

BRITISH UNIVERSITY AND COLLEGES 
SPORT (BUCS)

SENIOR NATIONALS

SENIOR BRITISH LEAGUE

NONE OF THE EVENTS LISTED

Events that female players (18-30) have played 
in 48 OUT OF 78 PLAYERS THAT PLAYED CADET/JUNIOR 

NATIONALS WENT ON TO PLAY SENIOR NATIONALS

EXCEPT 2 PLAYERS, ONLY PLAYERS WHO HAD A HIGHEST 
PLAYING LEVEL AT NATIONAL/INTERNATIONAL HAVE PLAYED 

SENIOR BRITISH LEAGUE, SUGGESTING THERE MAY BE BARRIERS 
FOR LOWER-LEVEL PLAYERS

EVENTS WITH THE LEAST ENGAGEMENT ARE AT THE SENIOR 
LEVEL, SUGGESTING MANY PLAYERS ARE NOT PROGRESSING 

INTO SENIOR COMPETITION

ONLY 7 PLAYERS WHO IDENTIFIED AS PLAYING AT BELOW 
NATIONAL LEVEL HAVE PLAYED IN WOMEN’S BRITISH LEAGUE



HOW DID FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 RATE THEIR OVERALL EXPERIENCE?

Female Player (18-30) Engagement & Drop out in English Women’s Table Tennis 20

This suggests that when players are engaged, they are 
having a good experience, and may be dropping out 
due to limited opportunities. 

When we look at this split amongst players at different 
player levels and status in the sport (e.g., still playing 
or dropped out), we see almost no changes. Social 
players rated their experience as slightly lower, 
however, there were few players who categorised 
themselves in this group.

7.4 OVERALL EXPERIENCE RATING
(out of 10)

The final question that we asked players in the survey was open ended:

“Do you have any thoughts on how table Tennis England could improve the sport for female players aged 18-30?”

We received a wide range of responses to this question, all of which will be included within the focus group data in part 2.
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Part 2
FOCUS GROUP & 
SURVEY COMMENT 
FINDINGS
WHAT DID PLAYERS & COACHES HAVE TO SAY? 
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In the following section, we present the themes that emerged from the focus groups and open-ended survey 
questions. Areas covered include factors that facilitate engagement in this age group, factors that negatively impact 
engagement or lead to drop out, competition thoughts and experiences, and discussion about other areas of the 
game that female players (18-30) are involved in. Quotes from players and coaches are presented to support the 
themes. There will be some key questions raised around how Table Tennis England could impact certain areas, 
however, these will be clearly summarised in the recommendations in part 3.

You will see in the focus groups that there was a lot more discussion about factors that lead players to drop out or 
negatively impact engagement. This is likely because many players and coaches have not had the opportunity to 
express their thoughts and feelings before, and therefore emphasised factors they would like to see change rather 
than what has positively impacted their engagement in the sport. This is a common trend with people that actively 
volunteer to provide feedback, many do so because they want to see changes. In many cases, we see that the factors 
that facilitate engagement (e.g., positive coach relationships) are reversed in the factors that lead to dropout/ 
decrease engagement (e.g., poor coach relationships).
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A popular discussion point across all levels of players was the drop in 
training and competition opportunities after the U18 level. These 
opportunities are not increased until the veteran level. These findings 
link to the survey, where players suggested that a lack of training 
opportunities with people their own age was a factor behind why 
they stopped playing. In the survey, players also suggested that they 
wanted more opportunities to play with other females on a social 
basis. Players felt highly supported at the junior level (with specific 
coaching opportunities available at both the club and the England 
level).

DROP IN TRAINING AND COMPETITION OPPORTUNITIES AFTER THE JUNIOR LEVEL

Players expressed that they regularly played local and national 
competitions as a junior player, although did recognise that the 
support of parents helped to facilitate this. As soon as they became a 
senior player, competition opportunities are sporadic. Players did not 
feel the Grand Prix circuit met their needs in terms of cost, level, and 
location, something that will be picked up later.

”

“

Players felt that as soon as they left the junior level, their coaches 
became less interested in them, with some describing feeling 
‘pushed aside’. If female senior players wanted to keep being 
coached, many expressed how this meant having to train in the 
junior sessions, something they did not enjoy. More opportunities to 
be coached in adult only female sessions was something that female 
players wanted.

When you're under 18, you go from having loads and 
loads of support. I think we were at camps once every 
month or something, and then tournaments. It was so 
much support, and then you get to 18, and nothing. Elite 
player

Feel like the minute your 18 you get pushed aside by 
coaches because they go on to train the younger 
generations. Survey

To have more female only coaching sessions for 18+ 
as I feel that women want to play people their age and 
standard. When coaches make you train against 
someone half you age it can be demotivating. Survey

When you become a senior, a female senior, you're 
restricted to Women's British League twice a year, your 
county twice a year and Grand Prix, which there now are 
four or five a year if you're lucky, and those competitions 
aren't cheap. Coach
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Leading on from the point discussed on the previous page, players and coaches suggested that the lack of competitive opportunities at the 
U21 level is a reason behind why so many female players drop out before they reach their twenties (average age of drop out was 19.5 for 
females in the survey). Currently, there are limited events that offer the U21 level. It was recognised that the U21 event used to exist within 
the grand prix circuit but just became another event for juniors to play with each other. In this case, this point is probably more relevant for 
the performance team, as many players suggested that the introduction an U21 squad would help keep young talented players motivated 
and feeling like they could still progress towards the senior international level. As the survey suggested, many players drop out (and 
particularly players who have represented England at a cadet/junior level) because they lack clarity around their opportunities as a senior 
player and lose interest in the sport.

OPPORTUNITIES AT THE U21 LEVEL ARE LIMITED

”

“ The U21 level is absolutely vital 
because a lot of people do just 
fall into university. You add the 
three years onto that, it just 
makes absolute sense to 
create that under-21 squad. 
Coach

I think having an under 21 
England squad would be 
beneficial for those turning 18 
to keep them involved in the 
national set up. Survey

Many players did not feel they could reach the senior international level straight after 
leaving the junior age group but felt that more training opportunities post-18 as an 
England squad would boost their chances of doing so. Coaches suggested that even if these 
players don’t have the potential to go on and play for England at a senior level, boosting 
numbers in the squad could help bring more players at a level where they can. Many sports 
have U21 and U23 squads that help ‘bridge the gap’ to the senior level and make the talent 
pool much wider. Players and coaches suggested that because opportunities in this age 
group are limited, it can be very conflicting for players to continue. 

More opportunities for female players of a 'talented' and 'mid-elite level' 
when they leave the junior category, there needs to be either U21 or U23 
squads that meet regularly. The fact that this doesn't exist makes it very 
conflicting for players to continue, all they can do is play local events, 
local league, or grand prix events, but they may not have the 
opportunity to actively improve in their club environments. Survey

“

”
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LIMITED UNIVERSITY PATHWAYS & OPPORTUNITIES

”

“

“

”

The opportunity to combine education with table tennis 
commitments (at all levels) is important for several reasons;
• the limited opportunities to play professionally,
• performance benefits (having multiple focuses in life can 

increase wellbeing and performance), 
• the opportunity to access high level support services, and 

more. 
Considering that so many female players in this age bracket 
are at university and the top reason for dropping out of the 
sport was because of education, engaging more closely with 
the higher education system seems a viable way of 
retaining more women in the game. Many female players 
experienced a ‘gradual drop out’ as they progressed through 
university.

Limited options
This was one of the most topical areas discussed 
throughout the focus groups, with players and coaches 
stating:
• Many university environments don’t offer table tennis 

specific support (e.g., coaching).
• There are not enough opportunities for females 

across universities to train and compete.
• Formal partnerships that once existed between 

universities no longer do.

Maybe Table Tennis England needs to put more effort into 
trying to support and develop more environments where 
they can do both. So not just at one or two universities, but 
universities all over the country. Try and build a bit of a 
community. Survey

Despite recent efforts from Table Tennis England to build a partnership 
with the University of Nottingham, players who had aspirations to study 
elsewhere or did not have the right grades felt torn because they didn’t 
feel they could access the same opportunities at other universities. 
Some players tried to make it work by attending universities close to 
Nottingham but struggled to access training at the university because 
of travel time and priority to those at the university.

In terms of a squad and a well-known or well-established club, 
Nottingham is the only hub that I know of anyway. Regional player

If you don't get the grades to go there, which is high, you have to 
make a massive effort to carry on playing table tennis because 
there's other clubs that are easier, other sports, just in terms of 
accessibility. Elite player
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LIMITED UNIVERSITY PATHWAYS & OPPORTUNITIES

”

““

”

Interestingly, top players also expressed concern about going 
to university when they were part of the England set up out of 
fear that they would not look committed enough to the sport. 
Although they felt this had improved with the NGB recently 
centralising within a university, many still felt that it hindered 
their opportunities to progress. They felt that if they did not 
choose to go to the university that that Table Tennis England 
operates its training within, that they would not be interested 
in supporting them further

I feel the top players are told they 
don’t care enough about the sport 
(e.g., when they don't go full-time) 
when opportunities simply don't 
exist. The average female player 
is not going to play full-time, they 
are combining training with 
education or work. Survey

They had already written you off if 
you go to uni. That's it. Done. Elite 
player

Limited coaching and competitive opportunities in universities
All levels of players from social to elite suggested that when their 
university did not have:
• Good facilities
• Coaching
• Structured training sessions
• Competitive opportunities
• Links with nearby clubs

…it made it very difficult to keep playing. Many players explained how 
they were travelling long distances in the evening to find good training 
or local league opportunities

I think when there's not the full equipment set up…I think that was quite tricky 
because we did have good people who'd turn up, but they didn't want to play because 
there wasn't other competition as well. Social player

“My Uni wasn't really very much table tennis orientated at all. I went to 
[university]…there wasn't a club really at all., it can reduce motivation. Elite player
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LIMITED UNIVERSITY PATHWAYS & OPPORTUNITIES

”

“

“
”

A player in the elite group highlighted that several years ago, a 
formal partnership (facilitated by Table Tennis England) had been 
set up between two universities that allowed players to train 
together each week. This formal partnership no longer exists, with 
universities predominantly working in isolation.

I’ve seen the level has decreased just because 
so many more people that are wanting to train 
and stuff are applying for [the other] university 
because they see they have those options. Elite 
player

To capitalise on the number of female players in universities 
and help retain more women in the sport, Table Tennis England 
should consider building more links with higher education sites 
or ‘university hubs’ – this will be expanded in the 
recommendations. Female players at all levels of the game 
discussed how they would have benefited from more structured 
sessions at their universities or in clubs that are close by. The 
lack of structured environments to play table tennis in 
universities means that player’s motivation dwindled, with 
many experiencing a ‘gradual dropout’ of the sport as they 
moved through university.

If you go to another university, you lose the motivation 
because you don't have any of that structure like you say, 
and then you don't play as well, that's also demotivating... 
Even though you don't anticipate stopping, it's just a lot 
harder to carry on. Inevitably, your participation 
decreases, anyway, probably. Regional player

Then went to uni and played it for uni…but it was a bit 
rubbish, to be honest. We didn't really have a good place 
for tables, the tables weren't necessarily stored properly, 
and there wasn't a regular training schedule, or a coach 
involved, and things like that. Social player

Players also spoke about how much they enjoyed playing in BUCS 
competitions, but these events were either limited or players had to 
travel long distances to only play one or two matches, reducing 
motivation to engage.

It was only maybe three weekends of the year, which, I 
have to travel and play lots of teams at the same time. 
Rather than with the boys, it was every Wednesday they'd 
have matches on. It was just so much less competition. 
Regional player

“

”
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STRUGGLING TO FIT TABLE TENNIS AROUND WORK COMMITMENTS

”

“

“
”

As discussed previously, the survey found that many players 
gradually dropped out of table tennis when they started working 
around the 18-21 age bracket, with many completely stopping 
because of work commitments. Players suggested that once they 
started working and could no longer train or play as many events as 
they had previously, their sudden drop in level discouraged them 
from playing national level tournaments again.

Then they started getting a job. 
It's like, "Well, hang on a minute, 
I can't manage playing at the 
same level and working. It's then 
accepting the fact that they might 
not be able to play at that same 
level and actually wanting to play 
because it's fun. It's enjoyable. 
It's the social side. coach

The transition into the workplace was the stage that many female players made the decision 
to reduce their table tennis commitments, and instead focus on ‘playing for fun’. More 
workplace opportunities to participate in leagues or special organised events for specific 
occupations (e.g., annual table tennis tournament for NHS workers, army table tennis events) 
may help to counteract this problem and create more social opportunities for players.

I feel the alienation now. I've got a full-time job, I've got a dog, I've 
got other life commitments that I need to prioritise, now it’s 
about playing for fun. Regional player

I'd come in at random times in the 
night because of my job. I worked a lot 
of hours. It was really hard to keep in 
touch with the sport. Regional player
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LACK OF PROFESSIONAL OPPORTUNITIES FOR FEMALE PLAYERS

”

“ ”
“

Linked to the last section, the top players who took part in this 
research stated that at some point in the near future when they 
finished university, they would have no choice but to either stop 
playing or reduce their commitments. Like many other female 
sports, there are limited opportunities for players to earn money, 
unless they can play in multiple leagues abroad, and 
unfortunately with work commitments this isn’t possible for 
many.

I think if you try to make it as a professional 
player, especially for girls, it's difficult. It's 
almost impossible. We talked about the 
expense. That's got to be a factor. You've got to 
then decide, is it a living? Which it probably 
isn't. Coach

In England, you can't really be a professional 
table tennis player, for a woman. For me, there 
was a lack of support when I left university. 
Elite player

Female players stated that to play full-time they would have 
to rely on their parents financial backing, which for many, is 
simply not a viable option.

An option to go abroad [and play full-time] is on 
your parent’s financial circumstances, isn't it? 
Elite player
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‘WHAT IS NEXT?’ - LACK OF GUIDANCE AROUND PATHWAYS OUT OF THE JUNIOR LEVEL 

“

”

Being unclear on options after moving out of the junior 
level was a common theme across all levels of players. 
Social and regional level players raised questions such 
as; ‘What events can I play in?’, ‘Am I good enough to 
play in senior events?’,  ‘What sessions can I play in?’ 
Coaches suggested that for players who aren’t at the 
top level in England, when they leave the junior level, 
no one is actively trying to keep them involved in the 
game.

There's no guidance, there's nobody looking out for those girls that 
are coming out of juniors to actually say what the options are. Coach

If there was some kind of incentive for the girls to carry on, I'm sure 
a lot of them would. A lot of them give up. Coach

Elite players in the survey and focus groups suggested that no one had explained to them what their options would be after the junior 
level, and instead, contact with the NGB often ceased at this point. As highlighted in the survey, for players that have played for England at 
a junior level, one of the main reasons they dropped out was because they weren’t clear on their options moving forward. Leaving the junior 
level is a major transition point for any player, as not only are they changing age groups, but they also must make important life decisions 
regarding their education, work, and living circumstances.

You get to 18, and you think in your head, like, "Oh, maybe I can go professional," but there's no one that really helps you 
or talks to you about any of those subjects. It's not like the coaches in the England setup are like, "Oh, what do you want to 
do next?" They don't really talk to you about where you want to go to uni. I kind of went from loads of support at under 18 
level…then, that's just gone….Whether you want to move abroad, or whether you want to go to uni. Elite player

Something when you get to 18. There needs to be some kind of discussion, something about where you want to go next. You 
don't really know either. When you're 17, 18, coming up to the age, you have no idea. Elite player

“

”
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‘WHAT IS NEXT?’ - LACK OF GUIDANCE AROUND PATHWAYS OUT OF THE JUNIOR LEVEL 

“

”

Female players suggested that they needed clear 
guidance on what transition to the senior level looks like 
and what that meant in terms of support from Table 
Tennis England, including:
• finding clubs abroad.
• physical development.
• psychological support.
• university programmes.
• support on how to balance table tennis with 

university education.
• what tournaments they should enter. 
• training opportunities.

“

”

It is important to note that some players suggested that education 
on pathway options are slowly improving, but there is a need to 
develop the breadth of opportunities required to keep more 
women playing into their twenties

Up to 18, you would almost have a step ladder. Then, as 
soon as you got to that age, it's almost like the step ladder 
goes and it's like, "Figure it out yourself." Whereas I think 
now there is a bit more support in that for the youth 
coming through. Elite player

I also feel discussing and setting up options to play in 
leagues abroad with high level players and helping them 
with this would be useful. Survey
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LIMITED ACCESS TO CLUBS AND FEMALE ONLY 
SESSIONS

“

”

Another factor that inhibited involvement in the sport or led 
players to drop out was that players (particularly those at 
the social level) didn’t know where to access a club that ran 
the type of sessions they were looking for. Social players 
explained that they wanted adult only sessions that weren’t 
too competitive.

“

”

Then I moved to London, and I couldn't really find 
a good place to play table tennis. It was all a 
Friday night or a Thursday night in a sports hall 
not close to where I live, or a lot of stuff either 
super competitive or for kids, so I just didn't 
make much of an effort beyond that to carry on 
playing. social player

I would consider playing again, but it's just trying 
to find a club where I am. I live in Central London
and you'd think there's tons of places, but they're 
either super competitive or quite far out, or it's 
on a Saturday morning. I don't want to go on a 
Saturday morning to play table tennis with 10-
year-olds, and it's designed for kids. Social player

This aligns with the survey that highlighted female players would be 
willing to reengage in the sport if there were more opportunities to 
play on a social basis. Players suggested that a database or a social 
media page that highlights where female or adult only sessions take 
place (and what type of level they are) would be helpful. Players and 
coaches suggested that for those who want to play for fun, many prefer 
to do so with other females. When the sessions were advertised as 
female only, many felt more inclined to take part. This is particularly the 
case for beginners and those that had not played for a while, who felt 
that more experienced men did not want to play with them. It was also 
suggested that females wearing religious clothing may be more 
comfortable playing in female only environments.

Have a separate day and time for female beginners, the male 
experienced players are not interested in having their game 
'spoiled' by beginners. My friend who started with me left after 4 
weeks and I left after 6 weeks because it was so hard to get anyone 
to play with us. Survey

I think it [female only training] would make a difference to new 
players or players who haven't been playing for a while. If I'm going 
to go play table tennis again, and I walk into a room that's mostly 
going to be men and then have to pick up a conversation and ask for 
a game…If that was like a women-only training session, I think that 
would encourage me more. Social player



WHAT LEADS FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 TO STOP PLAYING OR HAVE NEGATIVE EXPERIENCES?

Female Player (18-30) Engagement & Drop out in English Women’s Table Tennis 32

LIMITED ACCESS TO CLUBS AND FEMALE ONLY SESSIONS

”

Limited access to female-specific training also extended to higher level players 
too. In both the focus group and survey, higher level female players suggested that 
there were limited opportunities for female national team level players to come 
together and train as a squad. Players thought that this would be an inhibitor for 
young aspiring players, who look to see what their opportunities could be when 
they move into the senior women’s category but see that there is no team 
environment.

“

”

I don't know if you're talking about a 
woman's squad because personally if 
I'm going to a camp, what it used to feel 
like was that they would have a junior 
camp, and then they would be like "Let's 
bring some women and then we'll call it 
a woman's camp. Elite player

There isn’t a national squad like other 
countries have, who is larger than the three 
people that go to the team events. I wouldn't 
say there is a squad. I don't even think they 
know whom they have. Elite player

More training sessions with the women’s team all 
together. Survey

“

“
”

As you will see in the following section on positive experiences in the 
sport, women are socially orientated and thrive when they are in 
environments where there is a sense of togetherness. Players 
recognise that Covid-19 has inhibited their chances to come together 
but hope that this may change moving forward.
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TABLE TENNIS CLOTHING FOR WOMEN IS NOT APPEALING

“
”

An interesting topic of discussion, particularly amongst the more social level players, was that table tennis clothing for women has never 
been appealing. Players felt that options for women were limited, which meant that they predominantly wore men’s clothing. Players 
described:
• wearing table tennis clothing that was either too big or too small.
• feeling self-conscious and uncomfortable in table tennis clothing because of the poor fit.
• being forced to wear men’s clothing when they were playing in mixed team competitions.
• feeling that this was an area of the sport they just had to ‘put up with’.

“

”

Although potentially not a factor in causing players to drop out, 
it’s something that many women just have to accept as being 
part of the sport. Although more female clothing has been 
introduced into the sport recently, players felt that there should 
be more choice for women playing in mixed team environments 
regarding whether they wear men’s or women’s shirts, and 
women’s clothing that is more affordable.

I think one thing that stands out to me is the 
terrible clothing choices that you have available to 
you... either the women's shirts are really tight 
and very form-fitting or you wear the men's shirts 
which are not. Social player

The number of men's shirts…I think I've only worn 
men's shirt for table tennis. I don't think I wore 
women's shirts. I guess because they ordered the 
same ones for the boys' teams and the girls' teams, so 
they just got boys' ones, and then we had them too. 
They were always massive. Social player
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MALE DOMINATED CULTURE & ENVIRONMENTS

“

”

In the survey, there were around 40 comments from women in this 
age group expressing times when they have felt uncomfortable, not 
respected, and undervalued by males in table tennis environments. 
This suggests that it is clearly an issue that is still present, and 
something that puts many females off from returning to the sport. 
Female players felt like they were often treated differently to males, 
and this is evident in just a small handful of the comments below

‘You can't lose to a bird' - well used saying 
throughout the game for when men have to play 
women they shouldn't lose to women because they 
are inferior! What has been done to stamp this 
out? It’s a shock any women play at all. Survey

There were definitely moments where I remember 
I was playing table tennis and practicing, and 
there were some boys laughing at me and stuff. 
Social player

When I won, it was all like, "Ooh, he got beaten by a girl. Ooh, girl power." It was all 
very like, I don't know, not necessarily negative directly towards me but definitely 
making you very aware that you weren’t expected to win. Social player

Players described feeling not respected by their male counterparts, 
hearing derogatory comments, and generally feeling quite 
uncomfortable. It is important to make the point that this is not true 
of all males but is a culture that clearly does still exist in the sport. 

Players discussed dropping out from the sport because of these bad 
experiences and being anxious to reengage out of fear that they will 
experience the same culture. As players moved out of the junior age 
group, this issue became exacerbated as fewer females were still 
playing in their club environments than they were at the junior level.

You get kind of 
dismissed as a female 
player. There's not 
really a lot of females to 
play with as well, which 
I find quite difficult. It's 
really off-putting
because you try and find 
somewhere that you 
want to play where 
there's women or girls 
who are also interested, 
that's really difficult. 
Regional player ”

“
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MALE DOMINATED CULTURE & ENVIRONMENTS

“ ”

“

”

Female players in universities also expressed being put off from being 
members of the club because the environments were male dominated, 
perhaps suggesting there is a need for more ‘female only’ sessions 
(particularly for social level players). One player in the focus groups 
suggested that this was the main reason behind why she stopped playing 
at university, and another suggested that they felt uncomfortable in the 
male university environment because they felt their level was so much 
lower.

Lack of confidence is a barrier for 
me. I play in the BUCS team at 
[University] but only got into the sport 
recently so I am by far the worst 
player and feel uncomfortable as a 
result. I wish I’d have been exposed to 
the sport at an earlier age to feel less 
self-conscious, especially around 
male players who tend to be quite 
arrogant and forward about their 
level and ability compared to others.  
Survey

Then, coming to university, I really just
stopped. I joined the club in the first year, but it 
was just totally men. In Fresher's Week, there 
was the taster events. I went into the sports 
hall, I remember walking in, and I genuinely 
thought I'd walked into men's football practice 
or something… I was properly like, "Am I meant 
to be here? Is this the right place?" I would say 
that wasn't great, but I did join in. I fizzled out a 
lot because there was one other girl in the 
club, which wasn't great. Social player
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“

”

“
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FEMALE PLAYERS DON’T FEEL VALUED
Female players are put off engaging in the sport because they don’t feel 
that their role in the sport is valued. Players suggested:
• Feeling like the men’s game is consistently prioritised.
• There isn’t much effort to keep women in this age group involved 

in the sport.
• They feel they can be replaced (top players).
• How important it is to keep the 18-30 generation involved in the 

game (through playing, coaching, or other roles), to inspire younger 
players to stay in the sport.

There were a substantial number of comments in the survey from 
players suggesting that there is greater emphasis placed on the men’s 
game. Although we recognise that this may not be the case, it is the 
perception that many players are having. This appeared to be related to 
opportunities to progress in the sport, funding, and exposure.

Providing more equality between the way the men and women 
are treated. Survey

Give them more recognition and opportunity. The game is 
mostly focused on males which can be off putting there needs 
to be focus on both equally. Survey

Players and coaches expressed the view that there 
was no fight to keep females involved in the game, 
with many high-level players making sudden 
decisions to end their involvement as soon as they 
reached the senior level. Coaches suggested that 
they have a big role to play in this issue and want 
to understand what they can do to keep more 
women playing past this age.

A lot of the girls just drop off the edge, 
never to be heard of or seen again, and 
they're top players. We [England] don't 
seem to value girls not playing as much as 
we would do the men. Coach

If we fought for them a little bit more and 
gave them guidance and say…I think people 
might think twice if they feel a little bit 
more valued than they do now. Coach

“More active encouragement to keep more 
players in the game. Survey
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FEMALE PLAYERS DON’T FEEL VALUED
Coaches highlighted how important the 18-30 female group is to help 
inspire and motivate young players to stay in the sport. Motivating this 
group to continue playing, get involved in coaching, officiating, or 
other roles, is vital to inspire the younger generation to stay in the 
sport long-term

That generation is really important as 
role models. Yes, I think if 12, 13, 14-
year-old girls, they're looking out for 
the older players. There's literally 
nothing. Those 20s to 25, they're not 
still playing, and I think it's really hard 
on those younger girls. Coach

The high-level players who took part in the focus groups 
explained how they felt they could be easily replaced by younger 
players, and when they reached an age where they would need to 
get a job, there was no fight to keep them involved. Top players 
did not feel their efforts to stay in the sport were valued by Table 
Tennis England despite making many personal sacrifices. 

They make people feel replaceable. They just make 
everyone feel like replaceable...If you're going to be 
replaced so easily what's the point in working so 
hard? Elite player

You don't feel valued because it's so easily 
replaceable. It's not even like they want you to be 
continue to be part of the squad. Elite player

Just engaging with the top few players isn't the 
answer to improving women's high level English 
table tennis in the long run. Survey ”

“
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POOR RELATIONSHIPS WITH COACHES
Female players spoke about how important their relationship was 
with their coach. When players:
• moved away from their home clubs and lost their relationship 

with their coach.
• felt their coach was not interested in other aspects of their lives.
• did not feel they had a close relationship with their coach.

This created negative experiences for players.

Females are very relationship orientated and to have positive experiences in the sport, they need to have 
strong social connections (discussed later). This finding is relevant for all levels of players, however, a number of 
players who had played at the international level felt it was difficult to form connections with national team 
coaches. Due to number of role changes and limited time spent as a squad, they didn’t feel confident 
approaching coaches to talk about any issues they had.

When I moved to university and that relationship with my coach wasn't day-to-day, or 
even week-to-week because we're four and a half hours away. Regional player

I don't think I have that relationship with the coaches probably, I don't have a close 
enough relationship to be able to do that anyway but that might be part of the whole 
fear thing. Elite player

Like that 
communication 
element and that 
developing 
relationships 
and bonds with 
the players 
outside of them 
just turning up 
for your 
tournament and 
actually knowing
them as people 
and being able 
to foster those 
relationships. 
Elite player

”

“
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LIMITED FEMALE BAME REPRESENTATION
Female players in the survey and focus groups discussed the need for increased representation in the sport 
from players across multiple ethnicities, in both a playing, coaching, and leadership capacity.

It was suggested by one player of black ethnicity that not everyone needs a role model. However, we did notice 
a trend in the survey from players who identified as black and Asian ethnicities noting in the comments section 
that they would like to see more female role models elevated in the sport. 

Even just you don't see any BAME coaches. It is a barrier. 
BAME, yes, I would say, yes, they need that representation. 

I don't just mean a picture of someone on a website. It's 
got to be more than that.”

”

“

Looking into BAME role models might also be something to focus on in 
the future. Survey

I wouldn't say for every person who is 
BAME, they need a role model. Regional 
player

Even just you don't see any BAME coaches. It is a 
barrier. BAME, yes, I would say, yes, they need that 
representation. I don't just mean a picture of someone 
on a website. It's got to be more than that. Regional player 

Deliberately inclusive advertising. 
Survey

“

”
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SOCIAL CONNECTIONS
One of the factors that created positive experiences for 
female players in this age group was social relationships. It 
was the first point that every single group of players made 
when discussing positive experiences in the sport. This 
corresponds with the survey, where social factors 
consistently emerged as one of the top reasons behind why 
players engaged in the sport. When female players in this 
group have positive relationships, they thrive, and their 
connection to the sport strengthens. Relationships with 
teammates, friendships, coaches, and family were all 
perceived to play an important role.

Almost every player and coach we spoke to agreed that 
friendships in the sport were extremely important. Many 
players spoke about making ‘friends for life’ in table tennis, 
and whilst their friends were still engaged in the sport, 
they wanted to be to.

The first thing she says is 'I want to see my 
friends.' It's the social side. It's the enjoying it. 
She loves competing, but it is the enjoyment. 
Coach

It's so much more than table tennis for them. 
The socialising is huge. Coach

Despite one coach suggesting that for the top-level 
female players, social relationships are perhaps not as 
important, players in our elite group disagreed. With 
top players who had formerly played for England 
suggesting that the reason they reengaged with the 
sport on a local level was because they wanted to 
socialise

I played again locally because I enjoy playing but also the social 
side of it really kept me going and just seeing all the people that 
I knew at the club…It was like catching up with them and playing 
a little. Elite player

“
”
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SOCIAL CONNECTIONS

“

”

”

I think moments that stand out for me were like if you did win a 
match or something or you lost a match, but you played well, the 
other people would be like, "Oh, definitely getting better, you're 
definitely improving." Having that sense of people watching you 
and encouraging you and want you to win, I think was quite nice. 
Social player

“Unlike in male table tennis where players in the 18-
30 category potentially place less importance on 
socialising, female training and competition formats 
may need to reflect environments that provide more 
social opportunities (e.g., team-based competitions). 
This was reflected in comments around competitions 
such as Women’s British League and the opportunity 
to be together as a team. Competition formats will be 
discussed in more depth later.

If you stood back in the Women's British League whole across six 
divisions, I think there are. What do you see the women doing? 
You see them chatting to each other, to other teammates, across 
the room with people, with other coaches, with other people 
there. Coach

It's not so much the matches. We have a giggle in the corner. 
That's the fun as well… it is getting that balance I suppose, isn't it, 
yes, they like competing, but they do like being around people. 
Coach

WHAT FACILITATES FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 TO STAY IN THE SPORT AND HAVE POSITIVE EXPERIENCES?
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SOCIAL CONNECTIONS
Social, regional, and elite players all expressed how 
important it is to have positive relationships with people 
in table tennis, that care and support your performance 
and personal development.

Strong coach-athlete relationships also help female 
players to stay involved in the sport and have positive 
experiences. This was also highlighted as a factor behind 
why players stopped playing or reduced their 
engagement. Players suggested they had more positive 
experiences when they:
• Felt connected to their coach.
• Felt their coach cared about them as a person.
• Could approach them with any issues.

“

”

”

“ For me probably is our local coach actually. He was very supportive of me as a person. He knew me 
as a person, and he was supportive of my decision to go to university. Obviously, your local coach 
does have that more of a closer relationship with you. Elite player

[My coach] did care, he cared about us. We would have individual chats and he would ask me 
regularly like what is there that I can change, not just him but what do you need. Elite player

Relationships and level of support from family members also help keep 
females of this age stay involved in the sport. This links back to the survey 
where we saw that females aged 18-30 are twice as likely to be involved in 
the sport if they started playing because they were introduced by a family 
member. If players in this age bracket were fortunate enough to still have 
family members coming to tournaments with them or help them get to 
events if don’t drive or have car access, it prolonged their involvement

If you stay in the sport, you're pretty 
lucky because you probably have a family 
that wants you to do well...you have to 
drive... not me personally but my dad for 
six hours to drive you to a tournament. 
Elite player

WHAT FACILITATES FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 TO STAY IN THE SPORT AND HAVE POSITIVE EXPERIENCES?
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BEING IN A TEAM ENVIRONMENT
Linking to the last section, female players of all levels in this age 
group described how their most positive experiences in the sport 
were when they were in a team environment. Many explained 
how competitions were not as much about the event itself, but 
the people that were there. Some players also explained how they 
did not enjoy events where they were ‘playing for themselves.’ 

This wasn’t just the case for social players, but elite level players 
also suggested that when they have been together as a team and 
working towards an event, they felt a sense of unity and increased 
motivation to excel.

They love the team event element more. I think it is 
getting that balance I suppose, isn't it…they like 
competing, but they do like being around people. 
Coach

I suppose that's the one reason I like the team county tournaments where you go as a team from the county. We could all 
get to know each other which was quite nice. Because they can very often be so alone, where they just go to a 
tournament. I think those ones were when people were more friendly and knew each other more was nice…Whereas I 
think a lot of tournaments if you enter alone, there's a very wide geographical range….Often you'll just go on your own 
and everyone's on their own or with a coach or something. Social player

That was the first time I had a glimpse of what it could be like if 
we had an actual England squad…What we could actually 
achieve if all worked together, and have that unity. Elite player

WHAT FACILITATES FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 TO STAY IN THE SPORT AND HAVE POSITIVE EXPERIENCES?
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ENVRONMENTS WHERE TABLE TENNIS FITS ALONGSIDE WORK & EDUCATION COMMITMENTS
As highlighted in the survey results, limited time due to work and education commitments was the top reason why females aged 18-
30 dropped out of the sport. Therefore, it is unsurprising that when table tennis is accessible in work or education environments, it 
supports players engagement. Regional to elite level players, in particular, discussed the benefits of having well-developed 
university clubs with accessible training on campus, making it easier to combine their studies with training and matches. Although 
for some, limited university support is a barrier to engagement, others thrived in this environment.

WHAT FACILITATES FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 TO STAY IN THE SPORT AND HAVE POSITIVE EXPERIENCES?

We had great funding, and we had sport 
scholarships. It was, again, a familiar 
environment. I was going to practice with 
people that maybe I’d already practiced with 
before. had a structure already in place in 
terms of strength and conditioning training. 
My schedule was quite full already,
Whereas I know they're others that may not 
have that level of support and structure. I 
think there are lots of other things that can 
almost swallow them up in terms of the 
whole Uni experience and would cause them 
to not play table tennis competitively 
anymore. Elite player

Players described how much they enjoyed being in supportive 
university environments where players of all abilities were welcomed.  
When universities were able to offer sessions to meet the needs of 
different types of female players (e.g., social sessions for players that 
don’t want to commit and structured coached sessions for higher 
level players), this encouraged female players to continue playing 
throughout university.

It's a very supportive environment. It was just people 
playing, all mixed abilities. They were all very 
supportive. The older players or more experienced 
players would be just naturally helping the younger 
players. No one told them to do it, it's a student club. It 
was more of the environment, a very supportive and a 
very club feeling. Elite player

“

”
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GIVING BACK TO THE SPORT IN OTHER WAYS

WHAT FACILITATES FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 TO STAY IN THE SPORT AND HAVE POSITIVE EXPERIENCES?

Some of the female players, they come back and help on a 
weekend with tournaments…they actually feel like that 
association towards the club that's helped them come 
through., and they want to give back. Coach

Female players spoke about getting involved in other activities whilst they 
were still playing that helped to increase their connectivity to the sport. This 
included activities such as being on a university club committee, helping to 
organise events, volunteering at their local club in the kitchen for example, and 
coaching. 

The survey showed us that when players stop playing table tennis, the majority 
lose their connection to the sport, and don’t engage in any other areas. 
However, players told us about how helping out in other areas of the sport 
helped them realise how much they loved table tennis. More targeted 
intervention to get 18-30 year olds involved in activities such as coaching and 
committees could also help to keep more females playing table tennis.

“

”

I got involved in the committee 
positions and helping to organise 
the sessions and to organise other 
opportunities in making the club 
better and I suppose that then 
made me play more and find the 
enjoyment again and I'm really 
enjoying it. It's more like that, 
really… It made me realise why I 
like the sport so much. Elite player

“
”
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PHYSICAL BENEFITS AND COMPETITIVE DRIVE

WHAT FACILITATES FEMALE PLAYERS AGED 18-30 TO STAY IN THE SPORT AND HAVE POSITIVE EXPERIENCES?

Two further motives behind why female players in this age 
group play table tennis were the physical benefits that 
playing the sport provides, and the drive to be successful.

Players described how table tennis was an optimal way to 
stay fit as they didn’t enjoy more traditional cardio based 
exercises. This correlates with the findings from the survey, 
where ‘helps with my physical wellbeing’ was in the top 4 
reasons behind why females play.  More advertisement and 
focus on the physical benefits of the sport may therefore 
encourage more females to take the sport up on a social 
basis.

“
”

“

”

I think the fitness aspect for me 
as well has been really 
good because it's something 
completely different. I can't be 
bothered to do a lot of cardio, but 
it's a quite good cardio. It's quite a 
nice enjoyable way to exercise as 
well. Regional player

I felt like being fairly competitive side of thing. You don't 
want to go to those tournaments and just lose to everyone. 
You felt like you needed to carry on a little bit for that side 
of things. Elite player

Players also described how they were driven to play the sport in 
order to succeed in events. This motive was predominantly 
discussed amongst the elite level players. This correlates with the 
survey, where one of the top motives to engage in the sport for 
female international players was to become a ‘high performing 
player’.
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MIXED EVENTS ARE MORE FAVOURABLE THAN MALE DOMINATED EVENTS

WHAT ARE THE COMPETITIVE EXPERIENCS OF FEMALES (18-30) AND WHAT EVENTS DO THEY WANT TO PLAY IN?

“

”

“

”

I played in the local league as well, which is nearly all old 
men, not old, but middle-aged men. They're all generally 
nice…it's not the people that you would generally have a 
conversation with and get on with. It's just a very 
different environment. Social player

It's sometimes just little things like, I've been going to 
tournaments, even if people are very nice, it's just not a 
welcoming environment if there's no other women there. 
It's like, who do you then go and talk to, and what do you 
talk about to middle-aged men? It just goes around in 
circles, because then it's like no more women will play, 
but then there'll be no more women there to talk to, so no 
more women will play. Social player

Social players in particular, suggested that they did not 
enjoy playing in events or their local league environments 
when they were dominated by males. Similar to the 
environments that they play socially within, they suggested 
that the environments were more welcoming when there 
are other females.

I do feel like there need to be some more mixed ones 
because it's a different style of game that you don't 
really get to compete against. Regional player

I’d love more mixed competitions. Survey

I'm happy for it to be mixed, because you get 
used to playing men, and sometimes women will 
play more defensively, or they just play in a 
different style... I liked the mixture of playing 
more aggressive. Social player

On the contrary, female players in the 18-30 age group wanted 
to play in more mixed competitions, where males and females 
can play with one another. Players suggested that they enjoyed 
playing against different styles of play.
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EVENTS ARE TOO EXPENSIVE FOR STUDENTS AND YOUNG ADULTS

WHAT ARE THE COMPETITIVE EXPERIENCS OF FEMALES (18-30) AND WHAT EVENTS DO THEY WANT TO PLAY IN?

“

”

“

”

Almost all players suggested that there has been times they have not entered competitions because they are too expensive. This correlates 
with the survey, where female players suggested that they would be encouraged to re-engage with events if the cost was lower.

The 18-30 population are either in university education or starting work for the first time, meaning funds are often limited. Many described 
no longer receiving financial support from parents after the age of 18, who had previously funded junior events.

Players suggested that the formatting of events such as grand prixs often meant that they didn’t get their value for money. Increasing the 
number of local events where players are guaranteed a certain number of matches may help to increase the number of female players aged 
18-30 entering events. The introduction of discounted events for students, or events that are located close to or within universities may also 
help to increase the numbers of female players.

It is blooming 
expensive…. I’m in 
my early twenties, 
I’m not earning much 
money. I have to think 
can I afford that 
weekend away and 
all that expense? 
Regional player

Why would you pay £250? You wouldn't. You will when you're a junior because you 
are trying to develop and things like that, but when you have to suddenly do it 
yourself, you're not going to do it. I think, for me, that is a big thing. Coach

The Grand Prix, you could literally play your group, get knocked out and you're on 
your way home and you paid 90 quid or whatever it is. Regional player
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LOCAL LEAGUE ENVIRONMENT IS OFTEN NOT SUITABLE FOR THIS FEMALE AGE GROUP

WHAT ARE THE COMPETITIVE EXPERIENCS OF FEMALES (18-30) AND WHAT EVENTS DO THEY WANT TO PLAY IN?

“

”

“

”

There were a number of comments made regarding the experiences of young females playing local league. Players and coaches made 
comments related to:
• The length and late finishes of matches – not realistic if players have young children
• Some venues being in unsafe areas

It was suggested that the timing of league matches is an issue for this group, particularly as many have young families of their own. The 
length of league matches and the late finishes could be a barrier to females aged 18-30 being able to play. Players also suggested that 
they often felt uncomfortable in certain venues (and in a male dominated environment), and felt unsafe when entering and exiting venues. 
Players recognised that female only local leagues may not be able to run due to limited numbers of players but suggested they would feel 
more comfortable if more women played in their league.

It was really hard to keep in touch with the sport. The 
area that it is in is quite a dodgy area to be in. 
Sometimes at night when you're a lone female at a club 
where it's just men, it's not ideal. It's a really dodgy 
area of Nottingham. Regional player

I think the league's a problem. I think the league is 
not very welcoming…you're not finishing till 11 at 
night…if you've got a family, why would you want to 
stay out till 11 o'clock at night? Coach

Possibility of women only leagues (social or 
competitive). Survey

But local leagues are usually dominated by older men, 
played at night in cold damp village halls. It can very 
intimidating for a young girl. I recently decided to play 
again after 10years and immediately stopped for the 
same reason. Survey
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FEMALE PLAYERS ENJOY TEAM-BASED EVENTS

WHAT ARE THE COMPETITIVE EXPERIENCS OF FEMALES (18-30) AND WHAT EVENTS DO THEY WANT TO PLAY IN?

“

”

“

”

Consistently throughout the survey and the focus groups, players relayed that their favourite events to play in were team-based, including 
past experiences playing Junior British League, Women’s British League, and County events. Based on the findings so far in this research, it 
is clear that the social aspect of the sport is a huge driver for females in this age group, and this may explain why team-based events are 
preferable. If more team-based events were introduced either on a local or a national scale, this may increase the numbers of females 
entering events. A team-based event in the grand prix circuit could be an interesting element to test.

My favourite competition was junior British league because I really 
enjoyed the team aspect of the competition. But no other 
competitions or training involved a team aspect for girls. When you 
turn up to training, you're the only girl in a room of 20 boys and that 
can be intimidating. When you play in team events such as British 
league it allows you to see other girls in the sport to socialise with 
them. Girls enjoy the social side of the sport, as well as 
pushing ourselves so more regular team events would help to keep 
girls in the sport. Survey

Greater emphasis and importance placed on team tournaments, as I 
think it is the relationships with team members that have a 
significant positive impact on females continuing to play. Survey

That's one factor for the Women's British 
League is that social element. You're 
playing in a team, it's only females there 
and it is very much that social element, 
as well as still having that competitive 
element as well. Elite player

The social side isn't there as much for 
the females if you're playing in an 
individual competition at a Grand Prix. 
Whereas women like the team 
competition, they like county and 
Women's British League for that purpose. 
Coach
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GRAND PRIXS HAVE BEEN ENJOYABLE IN THE PAST - BUT NOW MONOTONOUS 

WHAT ARE THE COMPETITIVE EXPERIENCS OF FEMALES (18-30) AND WHAT EVENTS DO THEY WANT TO PLAY IN?

“

Different competitions structures are needed, 
one of the reasons that I stopped playing was 
due to not feeling excited from competitions. I 
felt like they (grand prix) were monotonous, the 
same females always attended so I wasn't 
getting to play a wide range of players. I was 
basically paying to play 4 events and just repeat 
my games, it seemed a waste, and it was 
extremely expensive. Survey

”

“

”

The grand prix circuit was a big discussion point for female players. Players expressed that they have enjoyed playing these events in the 
past, but many had now stopped due to cost, travel, the limited number of matches, and the perception that they ‘only play juniors’ or the 
same players at every event.

There is the perception that a change to the competition format is required. Some suggestions to facilitate female players engaging with 
these events included: 

The format of grand prixs, currently few senior women
attend and its mainly full of juniors. Survey

You'd definitely play someone that you'd have played last 
tournament or the tournament before or the people that 
you're training with quite a lot of the time. It can reduce your 
motivation a little bit. It can get a little bit repetitive and a little 
bit boring. That's what puts me off playing. Elite player

Grand prix events do not appeal to those 
of us who have played the same women 
every few weeks since the age of 15. 
Survey

• introducing team-based events at grand prixs, 
• different age bracketed events (e.g., 18-40), 
• consolation events, 
• a mixed event (which could benefit higher level players), 
• advertisement to more international audiences to increase 

volume and type of female players, and
• introducing student discounts could help excite more female 

players to engage.

“
”
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MORE ELITE FEMALE EVENTS WANTED

WHAT ARE THE COMPETITIVE EXPERIENCS OF FEMALES (18-30) AND WHAT EVENTS DO THEY WANT TO PLAY IN?

“

”

“

”

The focus groups and survey suggests that there is a desire to see a change in the events that are on offer for elite female players. High-level 
female players suggested that there needed to be more specific events where they compete against one another. In particular, there were 
suggestions of events such as a ‘women’s top 10 cup’ that would help keep top players motivated and training towards something. Players in 
this age group also suggested that they had been put off from playing the Senior Nationals in recent years because of the limited matches 
they would play during the event, and the number of junior players that now make up the competition field. Female players beyond their early 
twenties described feeling ‘too old’ to play in this event.

I think it was not the Senior 
Nationals last year, but the 
one before that, I looked 
around the hall and there was 
one person playing in the 
women's event that wasn't a 
junior, and that was huge. 
When you look at it like that, 
that's really sad, isn't it? 
Because there's so many 
more people that could be 
playing. Coach

I think there needs to be greater opportunities for top women to play one another. 
For example, a top 10, round-robin tournament. Survey

When we had Junior Masters, and that was the top 10 people all played each other 
a year, which I actually thought was a really good tournament, and they don't do 
that for women. They could market it really well for women and men. Elite player

There should be a 
'top 10' women's 
event or top 10 U21 
event to keep women 
motivated and 
working towards 
something. Survey
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WOMEN’S BRITISH LEAGUE HAS LOST ITS APPEAL FOR MANY

WHAT ARE THE COMPETITIVE EXPERIENCS OF FEMALES (18-30) AND WHAT EVENTS DO THEY WANT TO PLAY IN?

“

”

“

”

Female players outlined how much they had enjoyed playing Women’s British League over the years, and in particular the social team 
element of the event meant that it was favoured by many. Players and coaches suggested:
• The standard has dropped in recent years
• Two weekends is not enough for the higher-level players who need consistent competitive play
• They were discouraged from entering new teams because they had to start in the bottom league
• It wasn’t easy finding a team if you did want to play

Higher level players suggested that they would benefit from a more regular competitive league, like in other European countries, to 
entice them to start playing in the event again. In addition, it was suggested by some that it wasn’t easy to get in a team if they 
weren’t associated with a club, and they weren’t sure where they would look to try and find one. In addition, a player in the survey also 
suggested that childcare on site would be extremely helpful and mean that they would be able to play in the event.

I think the trouble is with Women's British League, it's 
hard to get into, isn't it? I think there's so many more 
girls who would like to play in it. If they're not lucky 
enough to be at a club that has entered a team. Coach It's only two weekends a season as well. It's literally one 

weekend before Christmas, one weekend after Christmas, then 
that's it. By January, we could've played the second weekend of 
Women's British League. Then that's it until the next Grand Prix. 
Elite player 

I feel Women's British League, I really enjoy the team events 
personally. I feel like there's no value placed on Women's British 
League partly because more and more of the top players don't 
enter it. Regional player

A competitive league that English players want to play 
in as currently Women’s British League is two 
weekends and the level has significantly dropped 
over the years resulting in players having to play 
league abroad. Survey Childcare on site at senior competitions 

like Women’s British League. Survey



54Female Player (18-30) Engagement & Drop out in English Women’s Table Tennis 

Part 3
RECOMMENDATIONS
KEY QUESTIONS FOR TABLE TENNIS ENGLAND & 
WIDER STAKEHOLDERS TO CONSIDER
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The following section includes the recommendations that we have put forth for Table Tennis England (TTE) to 
consider based on the findings from the survey and the player & coach focus groups.  Many of the recommendations 
involve Table Tennis England linking with wider stakeholders such as clubs, BUCS, and the higher education system. 
The recommendations are posed as questions to help Table Tennis England reflect on their current practice and 
assist them to improve the game for the 18-30 female age group moving forwards. 
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1. COULD TTE PROVIDE MORE OPPORTUNITIES FOR 
FEMALE PLAYERS TO PROVIDE REGULAR 
FEEDBACK?

RECOMMENDATIONS

“

”

It is clear from the comments in the focus groups and survey 
that female players have really appreciated the opportunity 
to provide feedback. There is a desire for this opportunity to 
become more frequent, through the provision of regular 
surveys and forums specifically targeted at this female group. 
Players were very open and honest in their discussions, and 
some expressed concern about whether or not the report 
would stimulate change.

It’s taken a very long (overly long) time for 
someone to actually ask the opinion of 
females and attempt to change the retention 
rates. Survey

They need to do something with it. That would be 
my only advice to them. Elite player

More surveys like this to monitor progression of 
females being involved. Survey

2. COULD TTE DEVELOP A FORUM FOR FEMALE PLAYERS 
TO VOICE THEIR CONCERNS?
Many female players (and particularly the elite level) suggested 
that they don’t feel they have a safe place where they can voice 
their concerns and thoughts. Players suggested that they couldn’t 
voice any concerns due to fears of negative repercussions.

Suggestions include:
• Develop a ‘female players group’ (a group of players with 

different levels of experience in the game) that is chaired by a 
player that has no conflicts of interest. Make it clear that any 
concerns be submitted to this group who will present relevant 
information back to appropriate parties.

A group of this kind could also help facilitate recommendation 1.

That's what a lot of people are always scared about. If 
you have an issue, and you want to voice your issue. 
Who do you go to, because you're always scared that 
again you're just going to be replaced? Elite player

I think the opportunity for feedback, as in this 
feedback, and opportunities for women to speak and 
girls to speak out is what we need. Elite player
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3. COULD TTE DO MORE TO PROACTIVELY USE THE 
EXPERTISE OF THE 18-30 FEMALE GROUP?

RECOMMENDATIONS

“

”

Many female players suggested that they would very open to 
supporting Table Tennis England and helping to increase female 
engagement and help give back to the sport. Female players 
suggested that they could help in lots of different capacities, 
including coaching, acting as mentors, and using their vocational 
expertise. Across the female playing population, there are players 
with expertise in nutrition, physiotherapy, research, strength and 
conditioning, psychology, and more. TTE could try to more 
proactively use the skills of this population to develop resources 
and educate other female players. Players also suggested they 
would be interested in understanding career opportunities in the 
sport.

4. COULD TTE DEVELOP A PROGRAMME FOR 
EXPERIENCED FEMALE PLAYERS TO MENTOR YOUNG 
ASPIRING FEMALES?

I'd be more than happy to get involved at all, no charge. It
just be how I could help and at the moment where there's
no clear path. There's no clear option for us to be able to
help the younger generation. Everyone here on this call is
like, "We need to increase female participation." We want
to help with that. Now, we just need to know how we can do
that. Elite player
There's lots of people that would probably be interested, 
but actually, there's no communication and that side of 
things. Elite player

As highlighted in the survey, players feel there is a need for more 
female role models in the game. Experienced players at different 
levels in the game could link with younger athletes to educate 
them to understand how to overcome barriers and explore 
opportunities in the sport. Having this mentor group undertake 
relevant training would also be important. This training could 
include the 2-day ‘Understanding an Athlete’s Lifestyle’ course that 
TASS have recently developed. 

Having that conversation maybe during a camp or 
anything like that with the younger players, where 
they get the experience and the information, not 
from a male coach but from a female who's had to 
deal with the emotions and barriers of being a 
female. Elite player

More spoken about female role models will improve 
desire to engage more in training and competitions 
as there’s an idea of an end-goal. Survey
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5. COULD TTE DO MORE TO BUILD, PROMOTE, AND SUPPORT MORE UNIVERSITY PATHWAYS FOR FEMALE PLAYERS?

RECOMMENDATIONS

“

”

The most common reason female players stop playing is education and work commitments, and therefore it seems logical that to help retain 
more female players, there needs to be more environments where players can easily combine table tennis with other commitments. A large 
proportion of female players go through the university system and at present there are major barriers around choice of university for the 
more elite population and social training opportunities for female only groups. We recommend the following:
• TTE to build bases at multiple universities that could act as ‘hubs’ that could include several players at local universities. These hubs could 

offer valuable training and competition opportunities for female players. In the past, schemes that have partnered universities together 
(University of Nottingham and Nottingham Trent University) have proven successful in keeping more high-level players in the game.

• TTE to develop a higher education overview document that highlight universities where players can get sport scholarships, receive 
specialist support services, and are linked with local clubs. TTE could also develop a ‘dual career guide’ that clearly highlights how players 
can combine table tennis with different forms of education (not just university), support options, how to cope with key transitions such as 
moving to university, and more. This is an area that TASS currently specialise and develop resources in.

• TTE to work more closely with university clubs to upskill students to become coaches.
• TTE to work more closely with university clubs to develop offers for all types of female players.
• TTE to help universities link with local clubs and help provide more training and competition opportunities for female students.
To summarise, higher education is an environment that TTE could more effectively tap into to help retain and support more female players 
at different levels in the game. 

I think one thing that they [TTE] realised was that they weren't going to retain anyone, unless they support players who 
want to get an education. Elite player

We as a club try and reach out to universities - it’s building that bridge. Coach

Maybe Table Tennis England needs to put more effort into trying to support and develop more environments where they can 
do both - not just at one or two universities, but universities all over the country. Try and build a bit of a community. Survey
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6. COULD TTE INCREASE AND ADAPT THE COMPETIITVE 
OFFER FOR FEMALE PLAYERS IN THE 18-30 GROUP?

RECOMMENDATIONS

Throughout this project, there has been a lot of discussion around the type 
of competitive opportunities that female players in this age group want. 
We summarise these below and recommend:
• Increasing the number of team-based/doubles events available (possibly 

offering team based events in competitions that already exist such as 
grand prixs)

• Developing more mixed national level events to increase the 
competition opportunities for senior female players

• Introducing more restricted events that are 18-40 (considering females 
in this age group are put off playing in events that are full of junior 
players)

• Assisting clubs to host female competitions where the entry costs are 
low and females get a large amount of matches

• Introducing a student discount offer at events to make competitions 
more feasible for student players

• Developing more competition experiences between all university based 
players outside of BUCS events (and events more widely promoted at 
and potentially hosted at universities)

• Help to develop more events for specific workplaces (like the annual 
NHS table tennis event)

7. COULD TTE ASSIST THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
MORE FEMALE ONLY TABLE TENNIS CAMPS FOR 
ALL LEVELS OF PLAYERS?
As highlighted in the report, high-level female players 
want the opportunity to meet more regularly as a team. 
However, there were also a lot of comments, particularly 
in the survey, from players suggesting that they would 
love the opportunity to attend camps that were 
specifically designed for female players, that may also 
have a number of female coaches present.

I think it would be good for TTE to introduce female only 
competitions where women can play in pairs/team 
formats (social, fun + competitive vibes). Survey

Set up female table tennis camps. Survey

Consider specific coaching events for 
females (some consideration of age) 
Scouting opportunities/events in order 
to progress level. Survey

More female coaching events. Survey

”

“
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8. COULD TTE OFFER MORE SUPPORT FOR HIGH-
LEVEL PLAYERS UNDERTAKING KEY TRANSITIONS?

RECOMMENDATIONS

“
”

The higher level female players in this research suggested that 
they required and wanted more support from TTE during 
important transition points, with the major one being, the 
transition into the senior level (that coincides with other life 
transitions such as moving to university). Players emphasised 
how important a holistic focus is, where support is not only 
targeted at table tennis development, but also helping players 
with life decisions such as which university to go to (as this 
could impact on their table tennis development). Continuity of 
support was also suggested to be important. Many NGBs have 
performance lifestyle advisors who offer support to athletes 
around key decisions and transitions. Without such support in 
place, and someone impartial for players to be speak to, their 
development may be compromised. This could also help to 
retain those high-level players who are dropping out around the 
age of 18 because they are unclear about their options in the 
sport moving forward.

I liked that I can have someone to talk to maybe about 
more personal stuff. It's having that support in place 
to make sure that I'm feeling good, both as a player 
and as just a student at the university. Elite player

9. COULD TTE DEVELOP MORE AGE-GROUP FEMALE 
SQUADS?
Developing more age group squads such as an U21 group is 
certainly not a short-term fix to retaining more women past 
the junior level, but in the long-term could aspire more 
players to continue playing at a high level. The introduction of 
the new U19 junior age group may go a small way in retaining 
female players for another year but we may still see a drop off 
when players leave this age group.

It just makes absolute sense to create that under-21 squad. 
Coach“ ”
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10. COULD TTE DEVELOP A NETWORK FOR FEMALE PLAYERS?

RECOMMENDATIONS

”
“

Many players suggested that the development of a ‘female specific table tennis 
network’ would be of benefit. This could be a website or a social media page 
(e.g., Facebook) dedicated to female player opportunities and activity. Benefits 
of having this network include:
• Players could find out where to access female only social sessions.
• Players could find out about local and national competitive opportunities.
• Players returning to the sport after several years out will have a dedicated 

place to explore options on how they can reengage.
• Players could find new practice partners and find players they can attend 

sessions with.
• Resources and educational materials could be shared.
• Female stories and media content could be shared.
• Players could have the opportunity to openly ask questions
During the focus groups, players highlighted how much they had enjoyed 
talking to other players that they had not met before. With the relational aspect 
being so important for female players, a network of this kind could help to 
facilitate connection amongst players.

I think it's such a thing for women, the idea of having someone to 
go with. Even though that's a person that's already in the club and 
going, just knowing that you've been put in touch with another 
woman there, just so you don't have to go on your own to an event. 
That's such a common thing for women. I think that would help. 
Social player

Maybe just a community where people 
could go in and ask questions or speak 
to people and just connect really. Coach

“

”

I think maybe some sort of 
network…today, I've met two people that I 
perhaps might not have met, but now I 
know just like that. Because if you had a 
network and you knew you were maybe 
going to be in the area near someone or 
something like that, you could just maybe 
organise something and just have that 
there, it just creates more training 
opportunities for you as well. Regional 
player

I'm thinking of other players returning 
to the sport or new players is having a 
female point of contact on websites. 
You can message or email them and 
have a buddy to go with. Social player
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11. COULD TTE DO MORE TO PROMOTE THE GAME TO 
FEMALES AT AN EARLIER AGE?

RECOMMENDATIONS

“

”

Although the focus on this project was the female 18-30 age 
group, there were also a lot of comments in the survey and focus 
groups on how important early experiences in the game are to 
help retain women when they get to this age group. The 
experience that players have in school environments for 
example can shape their perceptions around the sport and will 
play a factor behind whether they continue playing or not. We 
saw in the survey that very few female players in the 18-30 
category started playing through school. It was suggested that 
getting more female role models (e.g., high level players) into 
schools could help to inspire more females to take up the sport. 
We are however aware that there are now more initiatives for 
children of school age (e.g. TT Kidz) than there were when the 
18-30 group were of this age.

12. COULD TTE UPDATE GUIDANCE DOCUMENTS FOR 
FEMALE PLAYERS?
Many players in the survey and focus groups suggested that they 
were not clear on their options as a senior player (e.g., where 
they can train, what events they can play, can they still be 
involved in the England set up). We looked on the Table Tennis 
England website to see what guidance we could find around 
performance pathways for female players. What we found did not 
appear to be particularly representative of what players were 
telling us (e.g., inclusion of U21 squad). We recommend updating 
the document and to consider including a higher education 
pathway option. The image we are referring to is below.

Get in and engage at low levels, schools, clubs 
etc. Make women’s table tennis visible and accessible 
through messaging in the community. Survey

Increased promotion of females in table tennis to 
encourage young girls to take up the sport (promote TT 
in a positive way that would appeal more to girls). Survey
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13. COULD TTE INCOPORATE THE FINDINGS OF THIS 
RESEARCH INTO COACH EDUCATION?

RECOMMENDATIONS

Based on the findings of this research, we feel there are many 
areas around female players that coaches could be upskilled on. 
Such areas include:
• Understanding what table tennis looks like at the higher 

education level
• What the transition into university might look like for table 

tennis players and wider lifestyle changes that athletes face 
(the 1st4Sport Understanding an Athlete’s Lifestyle Level 2 
course is ideal for a coach population).

• How important the coach-athlete relationship aspect is for 
female players (and the focus on holistic development)

• Guiding female players into the senior level – what training 
and competitive opportunities to advise

• Educational programmes could be wider – including at ETTU 
level

14. COULD TTE HELP ADVERTISE FEMALE OR ADULT 
ONLY SESSIONS AT CLUBS?
What we have learnt in this research is that many female 
players in the 18-30 age group (particularly at the social level) 
prefer to play with other females. They also prefer to play with 
adults opposed to junior players. Many players suggested that 
they didn’t know where to access female or adult only social or 
coached sessions. The creation of a female network 
(recommendation 10) could help to increase awareness of 
opportunities across the country. 

“

”

Make a huge list of places for training and base of 
clubs/ players happy to meet new ones. Please!” 
Survey

I feel when you're older, so when I go back home, there's the 
junior sessions, but there's not really adult coaching 
sessions, which I think is needed. Regional player

We have started young adult sessions. A dedicated 
session for young adults coming back from university in 
their holidays and everywhere so we've got this group 
that they can automatically slot in to. Coach
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15. COULD TTE PROMOTE THE STORIES AND ACHIEVEMENTS OF FEMALE PLAYERS BOTH IN AND OUT OF TABLE 
TENNIS?

RECOMMENDATIONS

Players stated that they had enjoyed the recent media coverage centred on female players, and were interested in seeing this content 
on a more regular basis. Players suggested that it is important to publicise the achievements of female players, not just in the sport 
but outside of the sport too (e.g., achievements in their vocational work). When talking about role models in female sports, it is 
important to emphasise achievements in other life domains as female athletes have fewer opportunities to become professional 
compared to males. One player suggested having the spotlight placed on one female player each month, representing what they 
have/are doing in and outside of the sport.

“

”

I think where they can, marketing and promoting the roles that 
females could be involved in. Now I know those roles could be the 
same as males, the umpiring, the coaching, tutoring, but maybe 
even if it's once a month, they could say that [X player] was a 
table tennis international but this is all the great things that she 
is doing now…trying to just publicise the success that some 
players could have so that it doesn't cause the dropout. Coach

More female Table tennis role models and not so male focused 
on media channels. “Female table tennis player of the month" 
on social media / website? Survey

More marketing geared toward female 
players and more of a focus on female role 
models. Survey

“
”
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16. COULD TTE DO MORE TO GET FEMALE PLAYERS IN THE 18-30 GROUP INVOLVED IN COACHING AND 
OTHER AREAS OF THE SPORT?

RECOMMENDATIONS

Throughout this research, there were many comments from players suggesting that they wanted to see more female coaches in 
the game, who could inspire players to continue playing the game past the junior level. What we found in the survey was that 
when female players drop out of the sport, they often do not get involved in other areas of the sport such as coaching and 
officiating. Becoming involved in these other activities could help increase players’ connectivity to the sport and therefore help 
retain more female players in the game. Players and coaches suggested that there could be a more targeted approach to try and
get young female players into coaching and officiating. This may include running female specific coaching courses, allocating
specific funding to this group, and promoting the stories of female players (aged 18-30) who are coaching, officiating, and on 
committees etc.

“

”

“
”

The intake of female coaches is 
not enough, more funding 
needs to be made for women to 
become coaches. Female 
coaches = more female 
players. Survey

Give more opportunities for 
women to become coaches. 
Survey

Creating more programmes, like coaching, officiating badges specific to 
females. or creating programmes that are tailored to female participation 
(clubs, sessions). Survey
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