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Around the world, billions of children participate in sport, and many

are identified as being talented. However, only a small number of

these individuals go on to become elite athletes. In fact, you have

more of a chance of being struck by lightning than becoming an

elite athlete! So how do those who do become elite athletes make

it happen? What enables a talented young athlete to become an

international superstar? In this article, we will review key information

about talent development and answer some important questions:

How early should I start my sport? Should I focus on one sport or

try lots? How important is “failing” in the journey to stardom? We

will discuss various talent development pathways and why somemay

be better than others. We will also look at the factors that might

influence an athlete’s chances of success.

Have you ever wondered what would increase or decrease your
chances of becoming an elite athlete? Well, the short answer is LOTS
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of things! Some things you can control and change, others you cannot.
Some factors have to do with you as a person and others have to do
with the environment you grow up in. In this article, we are going to
discuss a few of these things, to help you understand how elite athletes
make it to the top.

WHENWERE YOU BORN ANDWHERE DO YOU LIVE?

Incredibly, one thing that can influence your chances of becoming
a future champion is the month in which you were born! If you are
one of the youngest on your team or in your competition year, then
your teammates and competitors might be bigger and stronger than
you because they were born before you and have had more time to
grow. Lots of adults forget this and, when they pick teams or label
children as talented, they often choose the bigger, stronger children,
forgetting that those children might just be older. These children then
get better coaching, train in better facilities, have more opportunities
to develop their sporting skills, and becomemore confident. All of this
means that these children are more likely to become elite athletes. If
you are one of the youngest on your team, do not give up! Hanging
in there can make you pretty tough, and scientists have shown that,
if you do manage to keep going, chances are you will end up being
really good. This is called “the rise of the underdog” [1]!

UNDERDOG

A competitor thought
to have less chance of
winning a fight
or contest.

Not only does the month in which you were born influence your
chances of becoming an elite athlete, but where your parents choose
to live does, too! Children born in smaller cities and towns often
have more chances to play many di�erent, less-organized sports.
There are fewer children competing for spaces on teams, meaning
there are more chances for everyone to play and practice. Children
born in bigger cities often have to compete for places on teams,
and the teams usually compete in very structured programs run by
high-quality coaches. This means young athletes in big cities often
play in more structured, professional teams and programs. It might
seem that having lots of competition and good coaches would help
you become an elite athlete, but it does not always! Athletes from
smaller cities who have more chances to play sport in fun, safe,
less-structured programmes are more likely to be successful [2].

In fact, both the number of sports you play when you first start
out and how much you practice are quite important in helping you
become an elite athlete. Depending onwhere you live, youmight have
opportunities to play more than one sport, but sometimes it can be
di�cult to knowwhether to just practice one sport or try lots. Scientists
have found that if you just do one sport from a young age, you might
get bored with it as you get older and sometimes even get more
injuries. Therefore, it is probably better to try lots of sports. Practicing
various sports is likely to make you happier and help you to learn lots
of skills that you can use across sports. Look out for Zlatan Ibrahimović
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playing football. He does some amazing high kicks, which he learnt in
taekwondo! Playing games just for fun can also make you better [3]!
This may be playing a game of HORSE on the basketball court with
your friends or kicking a ball around in the park. Once you have had a
chance to play lots of sports and learn many skills, if you want to be
really good you do need to put your energy and focus into practicing
just one sport. This usually happenswhen you are about 14, but it varies
depending on the sport you decide to focus on.

WHOARE YOU ANDWHAT DO YOU THINK ABOUTWINNING

AND LOSING?

Having certain personality characteristics can help you to develop
PERSONALITY

The way a person
usually thinks, feels,
and behaves
from day-to-day.

into an elite athlete. Some of your personality is there from birth,
influenced by your genes. However, someof your personality develops
as you grow up because of your parents and the experiences you have.
Scientists have shown that super-elite athletes (those who win lots
of medals at the Olympics) have di�erent personalities than athletes
who win only a few medals or do not win any medals at all [4]. The
best athletes are often very organized, optimistic, and hopeful! They

OPTIMISTIC

Feeling and showing
hope and confidence
about the future.

also work really hard to get things right. Perhaps most importantly,
super-elite athletes really want to win, but also want to perform well.
They know they must work on developing their skills and abilities, not
just at being better than others.

The way you think about winning and losing is an important part of
your sporting experience and might a�ect whether you become an
elite athlete. Most athletes do not just win and have lots of success. In
fact, this is very uncommon! Most elite athletes experience a bumpy
path to the top and often fail, lose, and feel disappointed along the
way. Athletes may also experience di�cult things outside of sport.
Amazingly, some of the best athletes of all time have experienced
some really big challenges growing up. These bumps and challenges
can make athletes tougher and influence their personalities! In
science, we call this a “rocky road” (Figure 1). Even Michael Jordan
got cut from his high school basketball team! Imagine if he had
stopped playing because of that! These bumps are so important that
sometimes coachesmay try to put some into training [5]. One example
may be asking you to play in an older age group, which might be
harder for you. When you experience these bumps—in real life or in
practice—the support you get from your family and coaches will be
really important!

NOBODYMAKES IT ON THEIR OWN!

Even the most skilled and talented young athletes cannot succeed
on their own. Help from family, especially parents and guardians, is
extremely important [6]. Parents/guardians often act as a taxi service,
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Figure 1

Figure 1

Becoming an elite
athlete is often a rocky
road. As shown,
athletes will experience
highs such as winning
important
competitions,
achieving personal best
times or performances,
and representing their
country. But it is not all
positive, along the way
athletes will also
experience challenges
such as injuries, missing
out on selection or
losing an important
game. Coping with the
highs and lows of sport
are a key part of
becoming an elite
athlete.

taking you to training and competitions; as chefs, cooking healthy,
and nutritious foods; as banks, paying for equipment and coaching;

NUTRITIOUS

Containing lots of the
substances needed for
life and growth.

and as your number-one cheerleader, saying lots of positive things
and supporting you whether you perform well or badly. Support from
parents/guardians is extra important if you are having a tough time or
hit one of those bumps in the path—you might get injured, find it hard
to learn a new skill, or not play as well as you want. Lots of athletes
thank their parents after they win gold medals or break world records
because they know they could not have done it without them.

Other people in your family might also impact your chances of making
it to the top. If you live near other family members like grandparents,
aunts, uncles, or older siblings, this can be useful because they can

SIBLINGS

A brother or sister.
help with some of the tasks that parents/guardians usually have to do.
This means parents are less likely to be stressed out and can provide
you with the very best support. Having older siblings is especially
helpful for increasing the chances of becoming an elite athlete [2].
Younger athletes oftenwatch their older siblings andwant to play sport
more and work harder because their siblings are doing it. Sometimes
having a sibling who plays the same sport can provide a ready-made
practice partner, but also a competitor. When siblings are competitive,
it can help young athletes perform better. Think about Venus and
Serena Williams—they practiced together all the time as children and
then became rivals on the world stage. Serena is younger than Venus
but usually beats her—probably for all the reasons above!

CONCLUSION

Even if you are very skilled, born in the right place, and have the most
supportive parents (see Figure 2), you still might not become an elite
athlete. Luck is also an important part—in fact, whether you are born
in a big city or a small town is luck! Some young athletes have better
luck than others. For example, athletes might get bad injuries that stop
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Figure 2

Figure 2

Talent development is
influenced by many
things. For instance, as
shown in the figure,
where you live and
your opportunities to
sample a lot of di�erent
sports can influence
your opportunities to
develop your sporting
talents. Additionally,
support of family
members, coaches and
teammates is also really
important.

them from playing, which is really unlucky. Other athletes might have
their very best games when an important person is watching, meaning
they get selected for a special team—this is really lucky. Sadly, there is
nothing we can do about luck. However, if you play lots of sports when
you are young, have fun and enjoy being active, try your hardest, and
do not worry about messing up or making mistakes, you are doing
everything you can to increase your chances of success!
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