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Despite its small population, Ireland has achieved a relatively high level of success internationally. However, little is known about the factors which have underpinned or inhibited such success – especially from the perspective of the athletes themselves.  

This study marked the first step on the part of the National Coaching and Training Centre (NCTC) in researching the needs of players and athletes. The study concentrated on the perceived supporting and inhibiting factors in the careers of 207 athletes to date and in the future. The reason for this emphasis was the need to identify practical measures which had supported, or which could support, the careers of the athletes.  The study was undertaken within the first year of the establishment of the Irish Sports Council’s International Carding Scheme for Players and Athletes.

The main findings of the study revealed a difference in emphasis between the perceived factors promoting success in the past and those in the future.  The strong supporting role played by the family in athletes’ careers was strongly evident, along with the athlete’s personal commitment and dedication.  Coaching was also identified as having made a significant contribution to success to date.  Athletes identified the need for a continued role for coaching and a much stronger role for specialist advice in sports science and medicine in their future careers.

While the athletes perceived that their own dedication and support of their families has taken them this far, they perceived that a number of system related issues had acted as barriers to their progress.  The main inhibitors of success were lack of funding; facilities; sports science and medical support; specialist high-level coaching; structure and organisation; training and competition and lifestyle.  The study indicates that there is a range of positive and negative factors which impact on the pathway to success for Irish athletes.  The challenge for all involved in the system is to maximise the positive factors and minimise the negative factors, thus providing more athletes with a better chance of achieving their goals.

Introduction
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Ireland has a sporting tradition and culture which contributes significantly to the social and economic welfare of the nation. Increasing attention has been paid to this role in recent years (Department of Education, 1997; Government of Ireland, 1997). For the first time, a statutory body (the Irish Sports Council) has been established, with responsibility for high performance and recreational sport (Government of Ireland, 1999). Despite its small population, Ireland has achieved a relatively high level of success internationally (Department of Education, 1997). In both team and individual sports, for example, the efforts of Sonia O’Sullivan, Stephen Roche, Michael Carruth and the Irish soccer team, to name but a few, have all brought acclaim to the country.  However, little is known about the factors which have underpinned or inhibited such success – especially from the perspective of the athletes themselves.  This type of information is essential for the provision of effective services and support schemes for top-level sports performers.

In 1998, the Irish Sports Council introduced the International Carding Scheme, a support scheme for players and athletes. This Scheme provides an integrated set of financial, sports science, medical and other supports to a targeted group of athletes. These athletes were chosen on the basis of objective performance criteria, which placed the athletes in one of four bands (Junior, Developmental, International and World Class). This scheme provided, for the first time, an objective method by which the performances of players and athletes could be measured and against which services and funding could be applied.

Supports for the athletes were then administered on the basis of their categorisation within the scheme, with a higher level of support being made available to athletes as they moved up the ranking ladder. The National Coaching and Training Centre (NCTC), head-quartered at the University of Limerick, was charged by the Irish Sports Council with the responsibility for administering the non-financial aspects of the scheme. 

While the non-financial supports provided by the scheme were developed on the basis of consultation with athletes, players, coaches and NGBs, it was felt that there was a need for on-going analysis of the needs of players and athletes at the different stages of their development. Accordingly, an action-research project was initiated, which sought to identify the perceived non-financial supports, which had contributed to the success of carded athletes to date. It was also decided to investigate the perceived non-financial supports necessary for success in the future.
 In effect, the study set about looking at the perceived situational factors, which promoted or inhibited the athletic success of the sample studied, thus providing valuable data as the International Carding Scheme began to provide a range of new supports to athletes.  

Method


The study sought to identify the perceived factors which 207 junior, developmental, international and world class Irish athletes identified as promoting or inhibiting their sporting success.  The athletes in the study were part of the Irish Sports Council’s International Carding Scheme for Players and Athletes.  The study was conducted within the first year of operation of the Scheme, thus providing valuable data at a time when a range of new supports were being made available to players and athletes.

All of the participants in the study attended an induction weekend to the Scheme, which involved a number of educational workshop sessions.  One of these sessions provided the athletes with the opportunity to reflect on, and record, the factors which they associated with their success to date and in the future.  A 13-item questionnaire was used, with a mixture of Likert-type rating scales and open-ended questions.

Results


Classification of participants

There were 144 (69.6%) male participants and 62 (29.9%) female participants with one missing response for gender. The age of the participants ranged from 15 to 52 but the majority (90.2%) were aged 30 or under. The median age was 20 years. 203 participants named the sport they were involved in (four missing responses). The results are summarised in Table 1. 

Participants were asked to give their carding category
. 95 participants (45.9%) were in the Junior category. 54 (26.1%) were in the International category, 30 (14.5%) were in the Developmental category, and 28 (13.5%) participants were in the World Class category.  

Age of Specialisation

The participants were asked at what age did they begin to specialise in their sport (i.e. to train exclusively for their sport, with an average training load of 5 days per week or more). The ages ranged from 6 to 32 years with the majority (90.6%) being aged 22 or under. The median age was 16 years. The median age of specialisation for each sport and the range of ages of specialisation for each sport are also given in Table 1.
Table 1. Classification by sport with median and range of ages

	Sport
	Frequency
	Percent
	Median age of 

specialisation
	Range of ages of specialisation

	Athletics
	40
	19.3
	16
	12-30

	Rowing
	38
	18.4
	15
	10-19

	Boxing
	23
	11.1
	11
	6-23

	Canoeing
	16
	7.7
	16
	13-20

	Sailing
	14
	6.8
	17
	11-28

	Wheelchair
	14
	6.8
	20
	16-30

	Cycling
	10
	4.8
	17.5
	15-19

	Table Tennis
	6
	2.9
	13
	11-14

	Blind sports
	5
	2.4
	22
	17-38

	Handball
	3
	1.4
	14
	14-15

	Judo
	3
	1.4
	16
	12-19

	Orienteering
	3
	1.4
	15
	15-18

	Shooting
	3
	1.4
	30
	22-38

	Squash
	3
	1.4
	15
	14-20

	Tennis
	3
	1.4
	14
	13-15

	Badminton
	3
	1.4
	14
	13-15

	Archery
	2
	1.0
	26
	Both 26

	Motor Sports
	2
	1.0
	16
	13-19

	Snooker
	2
	1.0
	13
	12-14

	Equestrian
	2
	1.0
	18
	Both 18

	Clay Pigeon
	2
	1.0
	29
	25-33

	Deaf Sports
	1
	.5
	17
	-

	Surfing
	1
	.5
	13
	-

	Weightlifting
	1
	.5
	18
	-

	Swimming
	1
	.5
	11
	-

	Bowling
	1
	.5
	30
	-

	Cerebral Palsy
	1
	.5
	20
	-

	missing
	4
	2.0
	-
	-

	Total
	207
	100.0
	
	


Participants were also asked how they were introduced to their sports.  The majority of the athletes/players (45.4%) were introduced to their chosen sport by a family member.  Male family members made up the majority of responses of those participants who specified a particular family member.  These athletes cited their father (14%) and their brother (8.6%) as the person who introduced them to their chosen sport.  Clubs/coaches (14.5%) were the next most important source of introduction to their sport.  Further responses are detailed overleaf in Table 2.

Table 2. Method of introduction to sport

	Method of Introduction
	%
	n

	Family (ie Parent, Sibling, Relative)
	45.4
	94

	Club/Coach
	14.5
	30

	Friends
	13.5
	28

	School/Teacher
	11.1
	23

	“Myself”
	6.3
	13

	Rehabilitation (Wheelchair)
	3.4
	7

	Community Games
	3.4
	7

	Other
	2.4
	5


Contributing factors to success: past and present

The participants were asked to rate how important 13 different factors were to their development up to now on a 7-point Likert-type scale. These factors were identified as a result of informal discussions with Irish athletes, coaches, National Governing Bodies and from the literature (Duda, 1992; Starkes et al., 1996; Hayes & Drahin 1995; Cote, 1999).  Financial factors were excluded from the scale for reasons previously identified.  The scale ranged from 7=very important contribution to 1=very unimportant with 4=neither important or unimportant. The median score for each of these perceived factors is outline in Table 3.

Table 3. Perceived factors contributing to athletes’ development up to now
	Factor
	Median

	Personal/motivation
	

	1. Natural ability
	7

	2. Dedication to training
	7

	Support
	

	3. Support from coaches
	7

	4. Support from parents
	6

	5. Support from peers
	5

	6. Support from education institute/ employment
	4

	7. Support from teachers
	3

	Specialist advice
	

	8. Advice on physical training
	6

	9. Advice on skills/techniques
	5

	10. Treatment for injury
	5

	11. Advice on injury prevention
	4.5

	12. Advice on mental training
	4

	13. Advice on diet
	4


Athletes were also asked open-ended questions concerning the factors which had made a significant contribution to their success to date.  A summary of the raw data is outlined in Figure 1.  A total of 23 higher order themes were obtained from this analysis and these themes were subsequently grouped in 6 general dimensions.

Figure 1. Factors which have made a significant contribution to success to date

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate number of players/athletes citing each theme where n>1.

	Raw Data Themes
	
	Higher Order Themes
	
	General Dimensions


	
Natural ability (6)

Myself (2)

My professional attitude (2)
	
	Ability (10)
	
	PERSONAL

INTRINSIC

FACTORS

(77)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	My ambition (4)

My dedication (16)

My determination (15)

Self-belief (5)

My will to win (3)

My commitment (6)
	
	Determination/ Self Belief (20)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Dedication/ Commitment (22)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	Ambition/ Will (7)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Love of the sport (7)

Enjoyment of the sport (6)

Achieving my goals (5)
	
	Enjoyment/Love of the Sport (18)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


	Support from parents (27)

Support from family (24)

Support from spouse (4)
	
	Family (55)
	
	SOCIAL

SUPPORT

(75)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Support from peers (4)

Support from team mates (4)

Support from friends (12)
	
	Peers/Friends (20)
	
	


	Support and encouragement from coach (14)
	
	Support (14)
	
	COACHING

(65)

	
	
	
	
	

	Knowledgeable coach (29)

Dedicated coach (15)
	
	Dedication/

Knowledgeable (44)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	National coach (5)

Fulltime coach (2)
	
	Fulltime/National Coach (7)
	
	


	Support from work

Time off work
	
	Work (2)
	
	SYSTEM/

STRUCTURAL

SUPPORT

(43)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Funding (5)

Financial Support (7)

Grants (6)

Sponsorship (7)
	
	Financial (25)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Good relationship with NGB (3)

Squad sessions organised by NGB (3)

Support from club (6)

Support from school/University (3)

Support from Community (1)
	
	NGB, Club, School, Community (16)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


	Training and living abroad (7)
	
	Living abroad (7)
	
	TRAINING AND COMPETITION

(43)

	
	
	
	
	

	Access to international competition (7)
	
	International competition (7)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Training with athlete of similar/higher standard (11)
	
	Training with athletes of a similar/higher standard (11)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	High fitness level (3)

Hard training

Fulltime training (9)
	
	Training/Hard Work (13)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Picked to represent Ireland

Result in European Championship

Winning my first race
	
	Results/Selection (3)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Introduced to sport at young age – gained an advantage

Did not specialise to early
	
	Age of Specialisation (2)
	
	


	Availability of facilities and equipment (14)

Access to facilities due to ceasefire (1)

NCTC facilities (2)

Advice on equipment

Technical support (2)
	
	Facilities/Equipment (20)
	
	FACILITIES 

(20)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


	Monitoring and Testing (3)

Psychological advice (3)

Nutritional advice (3) 

Sports Science Support on Carding Scheme (2)
	
	Sports Science (11)
	
	SPECIALIST ADVICE

(18)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Physiotherapy (2)

Osteopath and kinesiologist (1)
	
	Medical (3)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Specialist advice (3)
	
	Specialist Advice (3)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Advice from experienced competitors 
	
	Other competitors (1)
	
	


	Irish role models (3)

Watching others Irish athletes succeed (2)
	
	Irish Role Models (5)
	
	ROLE MODELS

(5)


Inhibiting factors to success: past and present

The participants were asked if they felt their training/performance had suffered as a result of inadequate support services. Over 4/5 of respondents (80.7%) indicated that their performance had suffered as a result of inadequate support services.

If the participants felt that their performance had suffered as a result of inadequate support services, they were then asked which factors they perceived as having inhibited their development to date.  Figure 2 presents the factors identified by the athletes.  A summary of the raw data themes and higher order themes with the general dimensions are provided in the text.  A total of 16 higher order themes were obtained from this analysis and these themes were subsequently grouped in 7 general dimensions.

Figure 2. Factors which have inhibited success to date
Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate number of players/athletes citing each theme where n>1.

	Raw Data Themes
	
	Higher Order Themes
	
	General Dimensions


	Lack of funding (39)

Lack of financial support (13)

Lack of sponsorship (2)
	
	Funding (54)
	
	FUNDING 

(54)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Access to good training facilities (16)

Distance to training facilities (6)

Have to train abroad  - no facilities here

No proper residential training facilities/scholarships (3)
	
	Access to appropriate facilities for training (26)
	
	FACILITIES

(54)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of good facilities (15)

No 50m pool (4)

Only one National Centre 
	
	Lack of good facilities (20)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of proper equipment (7)

No equipment, have to borrow abroad
	
	Lack of equipment (8)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


	Inadequate Sports Science and Medical Support (25)

Lack of acclimatisation (3)

Bad testing facilities for swimming

Lateness of Carding Scheme
	
	Inadequate Levels of Support – Sports Science and Medical (30)
	
	SPORTS SCIENCE & MEDICAL SUPPORT

(49)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of information on Sports Science and Medical Support (5)

Lack of expert technical knowledge/support (5)

Difficulty in accessing services (2)
	
	Lack of information/Difficulty in Accessing Sport Science and Medical Support (12)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	No training advice (4)

Lack of professional advice/care (3)
	
	Lack of professional advice (7)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


	Lack of coaching (10)
	
	Lack of Coaching (10)
	
	COACHING

(41)

	
	
	
	
	

	No specialist high-level coach (14)

No national coach (5)

No full time coach (5)

Lack of knowledge in country re sport

Lack of training expertise (2)
	
	No specialist/high-level coach (27)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of coaching support structure (4)
	
	Lack of coaching infrastructure (4)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


	Bad internal support structure (3)

Poor support from club/NGB (2)

Bad organisation in NGB 

Administration hindrances

Lack of interest from NGB

Lack of information from NGB

Overall support from NGB

Favouritism in selection  (4)
	
	National Governing Body (14)
	
	STRUCTURE & ORGANISATION

(28)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of developmental squads

Not enough training camps, squad sessions (13)
	
	Lack of Squad Sessions (14)
	
	TRAINING AND COMPETITION

(25)

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of competition support 

Lack of good competition (4)

Lack of international competition (6)
	
	Lack of good, international competition (11)
	
	


	Full time work/career (9)
	
	Full-time work (9)
	
	LIFESTYLE

(20)

	
	
	
	
	

	Lifestyle management (6)

Time management (3)

Motivation
	
	Lifestyle Management (10)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Injury (1)
	
	Injury (1)
	
	


Contributing factors to success: the future

Participants were also asked to rate their perceived contribution of the 13 different factors to their development in the future against a 7-point Likert-type scale. The scale ranged from 7=very important contribution to 1=very unimportant with 4=neither important or unimportant. The median score for each of these factors is outlined in Table 4. 

Table 4. Perceived factors contributing to athletes’ development for the future

	Factor
	Median

	Personal/motivation
	

	1. Natural ability
	7

	2. Dedication to training
	7

	3. Support from parents
	6

	Support
	

	4. Support from teachers
	2

	5. Support from peers
	5

	6. Support from coaches
	7

	7. Support from education institute/employment
	5

	Specialist advice
	

	8. Advice on skills/techniques
	7

	9. Advice on diet
	6

	10. Advice on mental training
	7

	11. Advice on physical training
	7

	12. Advice on injury prevention
	6

	13. Treatment for injury
	7


Figure 3 shows how the median ratings for future factors compared to those perceived as having been important up to now.

Figure 3. Median ratings of factors: past and present
Comparing the medians, the biggest change was the increased rating given to specialist advice and treatment in the future. Natural ability, dedication to training and support from coaches were still very important and the least important factor was still support/ encouragement from teachers.

Perceived obstacles to success in the future

Participants were then asked what factors did they perceive might inhibit their progress in the future.  Results are illustrated in Figure 4.

Figure 4. Perceived Factors that might inhibit progress in the future

Note: Numbers in parentheses indicate number of players/athletes citing theme where n>1.

	Raw Data Themes
	
	Higher Order Themes
	
	General Dimensions


	Lack of financial support (74)

Lack of sponsorship (4)

Loss of earnings (2)

No disabled athlete scholarships 

No media coverage
	
	Funding (82)
	
	FUNDING 

(82)

	
	
	
	
	


	Work commitments (21)

School/college commitments (12)

Family
	
	Career/Education/

Family commitments (24)
	
	LIFESTYLE

(53)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lifestyle management (8)

Time management (3)

Motivation (2)

Trying to stay on Scheme

Obliged to live abroad
	
	Lifestyle Management (15)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Injury (8)

Age (3)

Retirement (3)
	
	Injury/Age (14)
	
	


	Lack of people of same standard to train with (6)
	
	Lack of athletes of similar standard (6)
	
	TRAINING

AND

COMPETITION

(45)

	
	
	
	
	

	Not enough training camps, squad sessions (14)
	
	Lack of Squad Sessions (14)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of competition support 

Lack of good competition (4)

Lack of international competition (17)
	
	Lack of good, international competition (22)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of acclimatisation (3)
	
	Acclimatisation (3)
	
	


	Access to good training facilities (27)

Wheelchair accessibility 

Lack of transport to training
	
	Access to appropriate facilities for training (29)
	
	FACILITIES

(31)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	Lack of proper equipment (2)
	
	Lack of equipment (2)
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


	Inadequate Sports Science and Medical Support (16)


	
	Inadequate Levels of Support – Sports Science and Medical (16)
	
	SPORTS SCIENCE & MEDICAL SUPPORT

(25)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	No training advice

Lack of professional advice/care (4)

Lack of technical advice (3)

Lack of advice when abroad
	
	Lack of professional advice (9)
	
	


	Lack of good coaching (19)
	
	Lack of Coaching (19)
	
	COACHING

(24)

	
	
	
	
	

	No national coach (5)
	
	No high-level coach (5)
	
	


	Bad internal support structure (4)

Poor support from club/NGB (5)

Politics in NGB (2)

Overall support from NGB (3)

Favouritism in selection process (2)
	
	National Governing Body (16)
	
	STRUCTURE & ORGANISATION

(16)

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	


The majority of athletes cited similar perceived obstacles to their success in the future as in the past (see Figure 2).  It appears that if the factors that the athletes perceived as inhibiting their progress in the past were not rectified the same perceived factors would inhibit their progress in the future

Discussion


Three main findings emerged from the present survey of the views and experiences of four sub-groups of elite Irish athletes (i.e., world class, international, developmental and junior samples).  First, the factors that these athletes identified as having facilitated their athletic success up to the present time were not the same as those that they believed to be required for success in the future.  For example, in the case of the world class athletes (n=28), whereas the most important perceived ‘success factors’ to date were training related activities (specifically, ‘dedication to training’ and ‘advice on physical training’) those identified for the future concerned mainly the acquisition of ‘specialist advice’ from coaches/sport scientists (e.g., with regard to mental training, physical training and injury prevention and treatment).  

A broadly similar pattern emerged from analysis of responses from the international sample (n=54).  Thus, whereas the highest rated ‘success factors’ to date concerned natural ability and dedication to training (both of which received median scores of ‘7’ on the 7-point scale), those factors anticipated as being important in the future included specialist support from coaches, advice on skills/techniques, advice on physical training and treatment for injury.  Interestingly, this change in emphasis among Irish athletes between perceived determinants of past and future success fits in with the ‘stage model’ of expertise postulated by Ericsson and Charness (1994).  Briefly, these authors suggested that after promising young athletes have made a commitment to pursuing their sporting aspirations on a full-time basis, the assistance of specialist coaching advice is required to facilitate the development of expertise.  Clearly, the athletes in our world-class and international samples shared this view.  

The second main finding emerging from our study concerns the perceived importance of family support in determining athletic success for most of the elite Irish athletes surveyed.  To illustrate, with regard to perceived ‘success factors’ to date, the item ‘support from parents’ attracted median ratings of 6 for the international and junior samples and 7 for the developmental sample.  These figures declined only slightly in the reported beliefs of these groups concerning future athletic success (with median ratings, of 5, 6 and 6, respectively).  Interestingly, the world class athletes allocated a lower rating to this factor both as an influence to date (median rating of 5) and in the future (same score).  Nevertheless, these findings lend some support to Cote’s (1999) proposition that as young athletes move from the stage of merely ‘sampling’ sports to investing considerable time in them, the role of the parents changes from that of leadership to that of ‘follower/supporter’.   Unfortunately, few empirical studies have been conducted by sport psychologists on the role of parents and family in the genesis of children’s athletic success.   

The third main finding related to the perceived barriers or inhibitors to success in the past and in the future.  While personal, intrinsic factors and social support figured very highly as supportive factors, many potential barriers to progress were identified by athletes.  These included funding, facilities, sports science and medical support, coaching, organisational/ structural issues, access to training and competition, and lifestyle issues.  Some of these potential barriers were experienced more positively by many athletes, further amplifying the role of such factors on the pathway to success.

Having considered some of the implications of our findings, at least three methodological limitations of the study need to be acknowledged.  First, the athletes we surveyed were drawn from samples of convenience rather than from stratified representative samples of elite Irish athletes.  This fact may hamper the generalizability of our findings to other cultures and settings.  Second, as no scales to detect potential ‘response sets’ (e.g. social desirability) were included in our survey instrument, we cannot be sure that the respondents answered the questions truthfully.  Nevertheless, it should be noted that the surveys were anonymous and that our instructions emphasised the importance of honesty on the part of the respondents.  

The third main limitation of the study is that a ‘self-serving’ attributional bias (Biddlem 2001) may have affected the athletes’ views.  To explain, research suggests that people tend to accept credit for their successes but to blame other people for their failures.  Put differently, athletes may perceive themselves as being more responsible for their successes than for their failures.  As before, any generalization from our study needs to be tempered by awareness of possible contamination of the data from attributional bias.  Interestingly, Gould, Guinan, Greenleaf, Medbery, & Peterson (1999) raised the possibility of attributional bias in their study of the factors affecting athletes’ Olympic performance.  Specifically, they suggested that successful athletes might have disproportionately emphasised the ‘positive’ influences on their sporting success whereas unsuccessful performers may have given more emphasis to negative influences. 

What are the most fruitful avenues for further research on perceived ‘success factors’ in athletes?   To begin with, longitudinal research offers the potential to establish precisely the actual practice patterns of elite athletes.   As Starkes, Helsen & Jack (2001) point out, most studies of deliberate practice are based on retrospective recall of practice habits.  As the validity of this paradigm is questionable, it would be interesting to supplement it with data yielded by athletes’ training diaries.  Interestingly, some progress has been made recently in this area by Williamson & Valentine (2000) who measured both the quantity and quality of practice in musicians.  Second, we need to find out if athletes’ perceptions of ‘success factors’ are related to their preferred attributional style.  This possibility could be tested by including a measure such as the ‘Sport Attributional Style Questionnaire’ (Hanrahan, & Grove, 1990) in any survey administered to the athletes.  

Third, more research is needed on the perceived role of the family in shaping athletes’ successes and failures.  Within this topic, it would be interesting to explore the relative roles of paternal and maternal advice in determining such factors as age of specialization and attitudes towards athletic success (see also Brustad, Babkes & Smith, 2001).  Finally, theoretical models of the development of talented athletes need to be developed – perhaps by comparison with those postulated for creatively gifted children (Winner, 2000).  

Clarity about the nature and sequencing of the stages through which athletes pass, will help us to identify the skills and capacities needed by them to successfully negotiate each stage.  In addition, the knowledge and skills needed by coaches to assist their athletes will become more obvious.  By creating a clear picture of the positive and negative influences on the pathway to success, the decisions of athletes, the actions of coaches and the services provided by agencies such as NCTC can be further enhanced.  The challenge for all involved in the system is to maximise the positive influences and minimise the negative influences on the pathway to success, thus providing more athletes with a better chance of achieving their goals.  
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� The study investigated non-financial supports as these were the elements co-ordinated by the National Coaching and Training Centre. It is recognised that many of the supports identified have a financial component, but in each case they did not normally involve a direct financial payment to the athlete. It will be seen later that financial considerations were also in the minds of the athletes and the methodology of the study enabled these factors to be identified.


� �
Category�
Description�
�
�
World Class �
Top 16 in the World Rankings or in a World or Olympic Championship final�
�
�
International�
31-100 in the World Rankings or equivalent to be agreed on a sports specific basis with National Governing Bodies�
�
�
Developmental/�
Players and athletes up to the age of 23, with established potential to progress to international and world class�
�
�
Junior�
�
�
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