In 2003 Werner Schlager became sensationally World Champion in the Men Singles in Paris and was the number 1 in June on the World Ranking List. In the current ranking he climbed up to number 13. In September he won a bronze medal in the singles and a Silver medal in the doubles with the Dutch Trinko Keen at the European Championships in St. Petersburg. The 35 year old Austrian lives and lived table tennis like nobody else. In his book: „Match ball – Dreams and Triumphs“, which was published in 2006, he describes his career, his successes and disappointments, his opinions about table tennis and his very personal quite philosophical thoughts about life. A very good book, not only for table tennis players.
If two equally strong players meet each other it is often said that the head decides the game. How do you evaluate this statement and what is the meaning of „head“ ?

The strength of a player is defined by several components. One of these is the mental strength, because a mentally strong player is able to win matches despite physical deficits.

Let’s look at the last European Championships in St. Petersburg. You beat Timo Boll in the team event against Germany. A few days later you lost to him in the semifinals in the singles. Is that only a question of the „head“ or has it got something to do with tactical changes because you both know each other very well from many competitions ?

In the team event I surprised him with a new tactic (also a „head“ thing). In the next game he had the suitable answers. This is a good example of how close the players are at top level.

There are players who are regarded as being mentally very strong and others who are weaker. Is that the difference between a top 10 -, top 50 – or top 100 player ?

That could be the difference. As I said, the mental strength is only one aspect of the total strength.

Where would you put Ma Lin, Wang Hao and Wang Liqin considering mental aspects ?

Not very differently from each other. Wang Hao and Wang Liqin are on a usually very high level, Ma Lin slightly below them.

Who are from your point of view mentally the strongest Europeans ?

Samsonov and Boll.

How do you estimate yourself from the mental point of view ? You are an experienced player and are used to play under pressure but are there still situations for you which are psychologically demanding?

I am quite satisfied with my mental abilities. The experience of 30 years in table tennis does help of course. Still, I am permanently working on improvement.

Did you have a really bad series in your career where you couldn’t win important matches because of a psychological barrier ? If yes, how did you manage to overcome this ?

Naturally I had mentally weaker periods. I never had a so called bad series though. I had the biggest problems during my cadet and junior years. When you become older you normally become also mentally more easy going.

Table tennis is extremely fast. Every point is like a penalty: it’s in or you have missed it. How do you deal with losing easy points or missing a so called penalty ?

The best solution would be not to think too much about ones hits, especially not about the bad ones. You should always concentrate as quickly as possible on the next rally. That means: a short technical analysis and then full concentration.

In many matches players have good and bad phases. It should be important to channel your frustration because otherwise you become furious or adapt other behavioral patterns which disturb your concentration. This is very obvious in the lower leagues. How do you deal with frustration ?

You shouldn’t allow yourself to become frustrated. If frustration is there it is very difficult to get rid of it again. A mental coach knows some useful mechanisms of how to help yourself. I took some help.

So, you took professional help of a sports psychologist for example in mental training ? Could this approach help some players to gain more self-confidence and to calm down during the match ?

Yes, I did use help. I can only advise the help of a mental coach to everybody. Actors talk about stage fright and that even after 50 years.

That is part of it otherwise something is not alright. What about your nervousness before a match ?

How do you achieve an optimal pre- start attitude and what does it look like ?

I agree that a certain basic nervousness is part of the game. I have got butterflies in my stomach before every match. I think it helps to focus.

Some players are extremely nervous before a match or they get stiff in their arm when the score is close. Did you experience something like that and how did you get rid of it ?

Nobody escapes getting stiff in the arm. A mental coach has got the suitable solution for this, but there is no general recipe.

Werner keeps thinking :
If it is 10:10 in the 7th set, it is 5:5 in my head.

If I am down 0:4, nothing is decided.

If my opponent claims an edge although it wasn’t, I smile about it.

If I am nervous before a match, everything is okay.

If I miss a serve at 9:9 in the 7th set, I keep playing fully concentrated.

If I am 3:0 ahead in sets and my opponent equalizes to 3:3, an exciting 7th set lies ahead.

An exceptional player differs from an average player by special abilities. The ability to concentrate plays an important role in this. How important is total concentration for you and how do you achieve that before a game ?

A „condition of total concentration“ is an optimal condition which I don’t always achieve. In such a phase I don’t feel so much as an acting person but more like an observer and am happy about my moves.

Sometimes you can watch games and you think that somebody is playing like in trance. Everything works without thinking and effort. Are you familiar with this condition and have you experienced it ?

That is the described optimal condition and I manage to achieve that more and more often.

You can read all the time that you have lost already if you start thinking during a match about the score for example (8:4 – now I only need three points, if I lose this set I don’t have a chance any more and so on). What do you think about in a game, only about the next point or also further ahead ?

Optimally I think only about the „here and now“. It is true that thinking about the past and the future is only of little help.

Table tennis on top level is known to be very fair. That looks sometimes completely different in the lower classes where you can find some sort of a psycho war and you try to put off the opponent all the time. What psychological tricks do you consider as being unfair ?

I learnt not to judge „psycho tricks“. I just don’t take any notice of methods like that.

The famous „fist“ as an expression of willpower and strength is generally common. You are using it as well but only in special situations. When do you use it, what do you achieve with it and when do you think it is unfair from the opponent ?

For me it is a measurement of emotions. I don’t consider it unfair if my opponent uses it.

„Look into my eyes“, says Humphrey Bogart in his famous film classic Casablanca from 1942. Are you looking your opponent into the eyes or are you looking for eye contact to show him who is in charge ?

I don’t make eye contact very often, only when I want to evaluate his emotional condition.

You are born to be a champion. As the World Champion of 2003 you also belong to this group. What is special about a champion from a psychological point of view ?

You become a champion through hard work. Mental strength must also be trained. Talent alone hasn’t been enough for a long time to get right to the top.

Body language – mimic, gestures and posture – tells you a lot about the personality and the current psychological state. Can you see on your opponent if he is afraid or sure of victory?

Normally, yes but there are some players who don’t give away much about their psychological condition. Then it is difficult to evaluate.

How do you see your own body language ? You are known to be very quiet and withdrawn and analyzing. Sorry, but I called you once the table tennis playing chess player.

Depending on the form of the day I am sometimes more and sometimes less satisfied with the control over my body language. Naturally I am aiming for total control during the course of a tournament. I am working on it.

During so called application training courses the meaning of shaking hands is always pointed out. Do you draw any conclusions from the hand shake of your opponent ?

No. Conclusions about the psychological condition are only momentarily and don’t apply for a long period of time.

The 1 minute „Time Out“ has different meanings from the psychological point of view. Sometimes the players themselves take it usually it is the coach. How do you deal with the Time-Out ?

I take a Time-Out when I lose control completely. That happens very rarely. The observing coach reacts often much earlier because of his different view.

Sometimes I have seen you talking to yourself in between the rallies. How important is that to you and what are you saying ?

Talking to me is very important. The result of the immediate analysis after a rally is put into mental or loud orders. These orders cover all areas of the game. For example:“ Place the first ball to the middle“ or „Stay calm and concentrated“.

Do you have special rituals before the game because you don’t feel well otherwise ?

No.

Quite a few top sportsmen are superstitious and perform certain rituals which an outsider can’t understand. Do you have rituals like that ?

No.
