British League Survey Results October 2019

Background

In my position as a member of the Board of TTE, | have been invited to a meeting to discuss a
strategic review of the British League.

In preparation for the meeting, | designed a survey to find out some basic information and get some
ideas from the membership.

| was pleased to receive 49 meaningful replies. Of those, 25 have identified themselves and | shall
endeavour to continue my communications with those people.

There are a couple of easily identifiable shortcomings in this survey.

e Some of the questions could have been better phrased and perhaps included more text
boxes for people to enlarge on their answers.

e Figures for Junior British League may be lower as this was inserted after some replies had
been received.

e Not all areas of British League issues have been covered.

e This is a fairly small sample to be considered to be entirely representative of the
membership.

e The demographic is skewed as | have no Facebook friends who are juniors.

This list is not exhaustive, but the survey provides some basic information that will useful.
The term official relates to referee, umpire, administrator.

NCL — National Cadet League

NJL — National Junior League

JBL — Junior British League

SBL — Senior British League

WBL- Women'’s British League

VBL — Veteran’s British League

WVBL — Women’s Veteran’s British League

| shall endeavour to keep any commentary as an interpretation of the figures rather than my own
views or any judgement about the merits of any answers.
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Question 1 — Do you have any connection with British League?
Player Coach Team Official Host Supporter No
Organiser connection
NCL 0 8 8 2 3 0 11
NJL 0 9 7 1 2 0 11
JBL 0 5 1 1 0 1 4
SBL 25 9 12 4 1 3 5
WBL 3 0 2 3 0 2 13
VBL 18 2 4 2 0 4 8
WVBL 5 0 2 1 0 2 14

Looks like there is a spread of respondent throughout all the division, although Junior and Women

have less representation.

Question 2 — What team do you play for?

My Club Another Club
NCL 0 0
NJL 0 1
JBL 1 0
SBL 19 7
WBL 3 1
VBL 10 9
WVBL 4 2

The point of this question is to find out how many people actually play for their own home club or
whether they are playing for another club. We all know that many teams in the British League are
put together simply to play at a certain level, where individual clubs may not have the requisite

personnel.

Tony Catt




British League Survey Results October 2019

Question 3 - What is your favourite match format?

4 v 4 -2 singles each 3
4v 4 — 2singles each + 1 doubles 12
4 v 4 -2 singles each + 2 doubles 6
4 v 4 -3 singles each 2
3 v 3-2singles each 13
3 x 3 -3 singles each 5
Other 8

Other answers
o | like both 4v4 two singles each and 3v3 with two singles each. | don’t like the format for
prem, it might work abroad where all players are pro but it doesn’t work for non pro players.
Travelling hundreds of miles, possibly flying etc for one singles and a doubles is crazy.
e 3 x32singles and a doubles — answer given twice
e 3 singles each two doubles and we stop when the team reach 8 !1!!
e 3v3-3singles each + one doubles
e 4v4 on two tables all play all and two doubles
e 3v3-A3singles B & C2singles and a doubles
Commentary

Interestingly, the most popular formats are the “4 v 4 — 2 singles each + 1 doubles” which is the
format for the SBL and the “3 v 3 — 2 singles each” which is the format of most of the other divisions.

Question 4 - Do you think that doubles should be included in your event?

Yes 28
No 21
Commentary

The positives tend to be about learning to play doubles and the negatives may be about the
additional time that the inclusion of doubles entails which tends to make for a longer day in the
block matches. Although there may be other reasons that may warrant investigation.

Question 5 — What do you prefer — single venue block matches or home and away single
matches?

Single Venue block matches 41
Home and away single matches 7
Commentary

The block matches tend to generate atmosphere and are also more social. | suspect that the people
who prefer home and away are members of clubs that would have the capacity to hold matches and
also the membership that may want to go to support.
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Question 6 — Do you look at the British League results?

Always Sometimes Occasionally | Never

My team division | 22 8 1 6

only

My club team 17 6 5 7

divisions

Divisions of 12 11 3 9

people that |

know

Premier Division | 9 8 4 12

All divisions 12 9 8 13
Commentary

It would appear that most members are more interested in their own circle of club and friends
rather than the whole British League picture. The figures relating to the Premier Division are
interesting from the point of view that not many people outside the Premier appear to be following
it closely.

Question 7 — Should there be umpire at British League?

Top divisions only 15
Top 2 or 3 divisions 10
All divisions 17
None at all 7
Commentary

It would appear that people do value having umpires at British League. This needs to be balanced
against the availability of qualified people willing to attend and the costs of providing umpires.

Question 8 — How would you like to see British League develop in future? What would make
it a better experience for you?

These are all the answers that were received

e TTE to educate players at Cadet and Junior level two be better Umpires so that we do not
need to recruit umpires.

e Using bigger venues, having as many leagues as possible at each venue to increase
atmosphere.

e More live feeds of matches. Updated scores using social media. Proper professional league
that entices the top English players to play in it as well as attracting top Europeans and other
nationalities. Perhaps a 'home grown ' rule for all teams where a % of their players have to
be from their club/area.

e Cost is becoming prohibitive for many teams. | like the format and the weekends. Cost is not
proportional to the value we have.

e | am not playing this season. | believe that it has got far too expensive for the amount of
matches played. The tables should be allocated more fairly, the top division seem to get the
best conditions.

e Keep cost down
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e |tis unfortunate TT365 system is gone, but we can't help it. The advantage of it was a
compact design, and everything you may need was there. Now it just looks too big and
"mushy". If it was up to myself | would pay extra money a year to have that.

The ranking is all messed up.

And it would be wonderful if results were entered shortly after the matches.

As far as the SBL format is concerned | like it except | would prefer 2 doubles like it used to
be. It gives all the players opportunity to play. And you can experiment with the line up.

e Cheaper, prize money for winning any division

e The British league model is broken. The premier division of senior British League has been a
utter failure and the costs make it unattractive - the committee are aware of this but pushed
to keep this format.

There must be promotion/relegation from premier to championship.

The lack of support currently from TTE for British League because of issues with the
committee are well noted and this has had an effect on major parts of the British League
There is also very little support for organisers at all levels of British League. This is very
obvious partially this season when you look at excellent organisers who have left their roles
due to not being able to work with staff members at TTE

The weekend format is popular with teams and players but increasing costs are an issue
The late publishing of fixtures and venues are also a problem

Rule changes at the last minute by the committee again are a problem, this previously was
not allowed unless it was at the British League conference.

e More publicity both before and during the matches. Possible streaming of matches or at
least short clips.

e Lower cost per match

e All played a one big central venue like JBL

e 1. All British league accounts should be made available.

2. Central venue for junior, women’s and veterans are good, but venue fees not going back
into the sport. Should have smaller club run venues on a divisional basis.

3. Umpires are an expensive luxury for veteran’s British league. May be umpires for top
division premier as it’s the host to find umpires and junior British league.

4. Small amount of prize money for the clubs Winning divisions.

e It needs to be able to grow as there are more players wanting to play year on year. Also
table tennis has a lot of older members so should there be an over 60s British League.

e | would love to see the British League develop to become the ONLY recognised league in the
country. At the top level it should consist mainly of fully professional players, while at the
lower levels it should continue to be regionally organised. Players should be allowed to play
for ONE club only. It cannot develop in this way because it has been blocked for 40 years by
the continued existence of local leagues.

e Better priced

e Let’s play table tennis. Home and Away. Saturday for the top division. So, the kids sees their
clubs best players play! Just copy the French system or German possibly swiss. It’s pretty
good.

e Money going to large venues does not feed back into clubs, we tendered for 7 years for
Senior British League and never hosted not even 1 weekend. The costs of travelling for
geographically challenged locations ie south west has become crazy. Needs to be shared
around. No club ethos anymore.

e To build and strengthen the sport we should be developing clubs with heart, passion and
loyalty. Teams should be made up primarily of club members - not 3 people/mates meeting
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on the motorway services to get shirts and playing for anyone with little or no allegiance.
Some latitude for non-club members in a team - say 33%?

Doubles also should be integral to a team event - it can bond a team, involves cooperation
and offers a different perspective. Doubles features in EVERY major TT comp - England
should take it more seriously.

e Less divisions. More qualified umpires and they should be paid an hourly rate. Much better
enforcement of service rules. A paid for social event afterwards.

e Teams of 3 players playing more singles matches in a weekend might attract more players
and make it easier to get more teams entered.
| would also prefer if it didn't start as early as September when some players are just back
from holiday. Also, a better spread between weekends, say 2 months rather than some
being within a month of each other.

e Regional divs leading up to British central venue. More intimate, music before start. More
staged. Positive vibe etc

e Doubles is important as without it... where would we play it.... no chance to develop talent
for doubles medals at major events without grassroot and upward participation

e More inclusive and supportive of a wider range of players. Men, women, race, younger and
older players. Para.

e More umpires preferably for all matches, a lot of money is spent on TTE fees, travel,
accommodation etc to have matches umpire by a small child or someone who is doing it
because it's "their turn" but has no interest and doesn't know the rules of the game,
especially service... Not acceptable at BL level.

o There needs to be a qualifying event to prevent the continued issues with weaker teams
getting into higher divisions due to average cadet players carrying over their points into
junior. The cumulative ranking point system is awful. Teams that have won divisions have
ended up in a lower the year after.

o  When asked about central venue or home and away | wanted to say both.
| believe home and away provide a sense of professionalism, but | realise that it’s very
difficult to implant. Especially when many clubs do not have a home base or full-time
premises/location.
| believe before we can implement a positive home and away system, we must develop full
time clubs/venues.

It’s a long and extremely difficult situation but I think a ten-year plan must be in place and
ask all clubs to help and build towards this long-term vision.

An option can also be having north and south and a play off at the end of each season. This
keeps travel costs down. In truth British league needs lots of work to make it more enticing
for players. Sponsors are needed to truly upscale the current situation.

e The whole system is appalling and little changes after each review. The clubs who play in the
British League should field juniors being developed at that club. Some clubs field players
who don’t actually practise at or play at that club. A bit like counties who field players who
are ineligible under the rules (but we know this happens and when it is raised with TTE they
do nothing - if you have county eligibility rules enforce them (and do not naively assume
counties tell the truth) or scrap all rules. For development purposes clubs should only be
able to field juniors developed at that club and who play the majority of their table tennis at
that club. Have promotion and relegation in the JBL. At the moment it is like three players
being pulled together to play a few matches to gain ranking points. Does not help club
development or the growth of table tennis.
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e Make it more affordable and have more matches per player per day.

e when you lose to someone with way fewer points (because they just came back for example
but are very good actually), you should only lose a few points not tons. there's enough
pressure as it is without having to worry about that

e Take arisk and try to grow into a bigger venue than Derby. Say the NIA.

e Survey seems to be about playing. I'd be interested in watching Premier League play if it was
available within say 50 miles - but it is not advertised well.

I might try playing Vets British League in future. | think single venue would be better. Would
probably like to play 3 singles within a match.

e Have the venue different for each match to make it fairer in terms of travel distance for
players. If you fall unlucky you can end up with a long distance to travel on multiple
occasions in the season.

e The availability of BL information has been dreadful. Trying to plan teams, transport and
accommodation for JBL has tended towards last minute making it more expensive than it
already was.

e Thereis an over reliance on Volunteers. There are now more paid employees than ever
before, and volunteers seem to have had a harder job to co-ordinate everything than before.
It is hard not to see it as a cash cow for TTE. IT SEEMS TOO EXPENSIVE. The list of fees seems
to suggest that all expenses are covered by fees, and where does the team entry fee go?
This year was poorly initiated, volunteers could not cope, and only the efficiency of Carol
managed to solve problems.
| appreciate computer problems did not help, one is cynical that extending div4 to 8 teams,
instead of 5, was done mainly to get£2000+ more money, with no extra outlay, rather than
to satisfy all would be entrants.

Although it is supposed to be club based, and relies on documentation signed by club
officials, the names of some of the VBL teams suggest a group of mates cobbling together a
team.

The British League, particularly, central based, as in VBL, seems a worthy endeavour, but |
worry that the County championship is being devalued.

| can see future problems with equipment supply if the calendar is not carefully scrutinised
for clashes.

Maybe there are too many British Leagues?

Commentary

For me, this was the most interesting question in the survey and there are not many surprises in the
answers that | have received. | would distil the answers to the list below.

o The membership would like to see a professional British League. In this context
professional would be defined as well-organised, premier team competition in the
country, providing the highest appropriate level of competition that offers value for
money.

e Value for money crops up regularly. British League is perceived to be a cash cow for TTE and
people would be keen to see accounts to show the income of the various events and how
this money is put back into the sport on behalf of the members. (My understanding is that
the VBL is profitable and the profits are then used to subsidise the JBL, NJL and NCL).

e People would seem to be willing to pay for the professionalism of having qualified umpires,
wherever possible.
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British League is supposed to be the premier club competition in the country. Ideally, people should
be competing for their own home club, but often this is not possible. The centralised venues have
enabled the growth of virtual clubs that simply run teams in various events in the BL structure. If
these virtual clubs did not provide teams, there would be several divisions lost at all levels of
competition.

The big clubs are more likely to be in favour of home and away divisions as they are in a position to
accommodate matches in their own venues.

There is not enough publicity of the British League events at all levels. There may be an appetite for
people to come to watch/support matches events, if they are aware in advance of when and where
they could attend.

British League is popular at all levels. The review of this should be undertaken in line with other
competitions, such as grand prix, other competitions and county matches and to make a calendar
where all the events can work together to provide a better experience for our competitive
membership.

Thank you very much to all respondents to my survey.

| see this survey as the start of a conversation that will enable TTE to provide a British League that is
fit for purpose and able to evolve as the membership need change in the future.

Tony Catt
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