
Serve Strategies of Elite Table Tennis Players at Game 
Point 
Introduction 

Observation: When it comes to game point, it is the situation in table tennis - 
moments of extreme pressure when every decision can swing the outcome of a 
game. In these critical moments, the serve often becomes a decisive weapon to 
start the next round. Elite players like Fan Zhendong, Ma Long, Timo Boll and so 
forth are renowned for their tactical serving. Each has a unique serving repertoire, 
but all share the ability to adjust spin, length, and placement to maximize the 
advantage when the stakes are highest.  

Question: Which serve strategy top players use the most under pressure? 

Observational Null Hypothesis: It varies from players to players; each serve choice 
can make a difference at critical game points. (Based on the match observation 
and common sense) 

Transition: This report analyzes the serve techniques these top players use at game 
point – examining whether they serve short or long, with topspin, sidespin, or no-
spin, where they place the ball (to forehand, backhand, or middle.  

Methodology 

We combined video analysis of key matches with data from performance 
studies: we reviewed match footage (including World Championships and Olympic 
finals) involving the three notable players to observe the types of serves they 
applied at critical junctures (especially when holding game point or facing the 
opponent’s game point). 

One study analyzed 1,466 points from elite matches (e.g. German League finals and 
Europe Top-16 Cup) and broke down serve types and outcomes by game 
phase[1][2]. That study focused on European players, yet it offers quantitative 
context for serving trends under high pressure relevant to our subjects.  

Results 

The data confirm that in high-level play, short serves are heavily favored on critical 
points. In the analyzed sample of elite matches, forehand short serves (typically 
pendulum or reverse pendulum serves) made up about 76.9% of all serves, 
especially being aimed to the opponent’s backhand side[3]. By contrast, long 
serves were used much less frequently (which is around 17%)[4][5]. This preference 
for short serves becomes even more dominating in the late game (when the score is 
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around 8-8 or higher, i.e. nearing game point). Table 1 shows the distribution of 
serve types in early vs. late phases of games for top players: 

Table 1: Serve Type Distribution by Game Phase (Elite Players) 

Serve Type 
Early Phase 
(Points 0–4) 

Mid Phase 
(Points 5–8) 

Late Phase (Points 
9–end) 

Forehand short 
serve (FS) 

79.9% 73.9% 77.5% 

Forehand long serve 
(FL) 

17.6% 19.9% 16.3% 

Backhand short 
serve (BS) 

2.5% 5.8% 5.7% 

Backhand long serve 
(BL) 

0.0% 0.4% 0.5% 

Source: adapted from Djokic et al. (2020)[6][7]. 

Chi-square Calculation: We focus on the late phase of the game to stimulate 
situation under pressure.  

 o e (o-e) (o-e)2 (0-e)2/e 

Forehand 
short serve 
(FS) 

77.5% 25% 52.5% 2756.25 110.25 

Forehand 
long serve 
(FL) 

16.3% 25% -8.7% 75.69 3.0276 

Backhand 
short serve 
(BS) 

5.7% 25% 19.3% 372.49 14.8996 

Backhand 
long serve 
(BL) 

0.5% 25% 24.5% 600.25 24.01 

Total     152.1872 
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There is significant difference between the expected prevalence and the observed 
proportion of each serve type, thus, we reject our null hypothesis. (χ²=152.1872, 
df=3, p>0.05) 

 

 

As shown, players overwhelmingly opt for short serves in all phases, and in late-
game situations (~77.5% of serves are short)[6]. The use of long serves drops to 
~16% in those final, tense points[7], indicating that at game point players generally 
avoid the risk of giving opponents an easy opening attack. Serve placement in 
pressure moments also follows a pattern: the most common placement is short to 
the middle-backhand area of the opponent’s side[3]. In fact, over half of all serves 
by top players are placed short to the opponent’s backhand corner or mid-table on 
the backhand side[8], which typically yields a weaker return (often a controlled 
push or flick) that the server can attack next. 

Serve outcomes under pressure: The effectiveness of these serve choices is 
reflected in point outcomes. Even under high pressure, players are able to earn 
some quick points from the serve or the immediate follow-up. In late-game phases, 
about 10–11% of points are won outright by the serve (service ace or forced 
error), and 25% are won by the server on the third ball* (i.e. a strong attack 
immediately after a serve)[9][10]. This means roughly a third of points at the 
end of games are decided in the server’s favor by a well-placed serve, the 
timely strategy to get the point fast and efficiently in control.  

Summary: In clutch situations, these elite players predominantly use short, spinny 
serves aimed at limiting the opponent’s attack in generic late-game cases, and this 
tactic pays off by setting up the server’s attack (or even winning the point 
immediately) a significant portion of the time. With this general picture in mind, we 
now examine each player’s specific serve techniques and patterns at game point, 
highlighting examples and any personal strategic nuances. 

Analysis 

In this section, we break down the game-point serving tactics of three players, 
noting their preferred serve types and intended placements by incorporating real 
match examples. 
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Fan Zhendong 

Serve style and types: Fan Zhendong is known for his diverse serves and 
strokes[11], especially powerful topspins, but at game point he relies on controlled, 
high-spin serves to play those attacks. His primary serves are the forehand 
pendulum serve (sidespin/underspin) and the forehand reverse pendulum serve 
(sometimes called an “inverted pendulum”), which he switches between to keep 
opponents guessing[11]. In crucial moments, Fan typically serves short with heavy 
underspin or disguised no-spin, making the ball drop low over the net, often 
producing a slightly high ball from the opponents that Fan can attack strongly on the 
third ball and later adjust the direction of the ball instantly during rally phase.  

He very rarely gives a pure topspin serve at game point, as that would be easier for 
opponents to counter-attack. Instead, he might vary spin subtly while using the 
same pendulum motion (reverse spin), to induce a misread by the receiver. 

Placement: Fan Zhendong often targets the middle of the table or the opponent’s 
backhand corner with his short serves. Serving to the middle (mid-table) is a 
common tactic to create uncertainty (the opponent must decide to use forehand or 
backhand to receive). Fan used this tactic significantly in the Tokyo Olympics, 
frequently delivering short or half-long serves toward the middle to prevent 
opponents from using a strong backhand flick. By serving short to the opponent’s 
forehand side occasionally (especially with his reverse pendulum serve), Fan also 
exploits players who are weaker over the table on the forehand, a trait that is 
prevailingly noticed among enthusiasts. For example, against left-hander Lin 
Gaoyuan in Chinese team trials, Fan served short to the forehand to avoid Lin’s 
backhand receive. In general, however, his go-to placement under pressure is short 
to backhand/middle, aligning with the broader trend of top players[3]. 

Ma Long 

Serve style and types: Ma Long is renowned for being an all-around tactical 
master, and his serving on critical points reflects this adaptability. Like Fan, Ma 
Long primarily uses forehand pendulum serves (usually short with underspin or 
sidespin), and he also has an excellent reverse pendulum serve that he deploys to 
the opponent’s forehand side. In high-pressure moments, Ma Long tends to favor 
short serves with heavy spin or dead (no-spin) disguise, aiming to keep the serve 
low and controlled. However, Ma is also not afraid to deviate from the norm at game 
point – he is known to occasionally serve long even at the most intense junctures, if 
he perceives an opportunity. This willingness to mix in a fast serve as a surprise 
weapon distinguishes his approach. For instance, Ma Long has a trademark fast 
down-the-line serve (from his forehand corner deep to the opponent’s backhand) 
that he very selectively uses in big moments. 

Placement: Ma Long’s usual placement on game-point serves is short to the 
opponent’s forehand or backhand corner, varying it to exploit any weakness. 
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Against opponents with a weaker forehand flick, he will serve short to the forehand 
(often using the reverse pendulum serve to add sidespin that curves into the 
forehand side). Against others, he’ll stick to sharp short serves to the backhand to 
prevent a strong attack. He also uses the wide angles – for example, a short serve 
that drifts toward the forehand sideline can force the opponent off the table to 
reach it. Ma’s placement strategy is very opponent-specific: he adjusts based on 
whether the opponent favors backhand banana flick returns or forehand flips, 
etc. In general, like most top players, he keeps the ball short and low to the 
backhand in critical points unless he has a specific plan in mind for a long serve. 

Timo Boll 

Serve style and types: Timo Boll, the German legend, has a different serving profile 
as a left-handed player. Boll’s serves at game point are usually designed to spin the 
ball fiercely while keeping it unpredictable. He commonly uses the forehand 
pendulum serve (which for a left-hander has sidespin that breaks toward a right-
hander’s forehand) and its variation, the reverse pendulum serve (sidespin 
breaking the other way), as well as occasional high-toss short serves with heavy 
backspin. Boll is known for his ability to disguise spin; he can serve with heavy 
underspin or very little spin from the same motion, which is a tactic he especially 
leans on at crucial moments to induce a misread by the opponent. At game point, 
Boll overwhelmingly serves short – aligning with the general trend. 

Placement: As a lefty, Boll’s short pendulum serve naturally swings to the right-
hander’s forehand side if served from his backhand corner, and to the middle or 
backhand if served from the forehand side. He uses this to his advantage. In 
pressure moments, Boll often serves from his backhand corner short and low, so 
that the ball drifts toward the opponent’s forehand. This placement can yield a safe 
return. Boll also serves short to the middle, making opponents hesitate (similar to 
other players above). When using the reverse pendulum, Boll will serve to the wide 
backhand side short – a serve that spins away from a right-hander’s backhand, 
(often forcing a stretch and a weak reply).  

Conclusion 

Serving at game point is a true test of a table tennis player’s skill and nerve. The 
analysis of Fan Zhendong, Ma Long, and Timo Boll shows both common principles 
and individual nuances in how elite players handle this challenge. Universally, they 
utilize short, spin-loaded serves in the moments to deny opponents an easy 
attack and to set up their own offensive follow-up[3][6].  

Ultimately, the serve strategies of these champions under pressure highlight the 
serve’s role as “the only time you have full control over the ball.” It depends on 
both conventionally, yet effective tactics and the for each player, they possess 
different serving skills to contribute to a win. 
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