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Comparative Elite Sport Development: systems, structures and public policy

Introduction

In the 4 years prior to the Athens Olympic Games in 2004, the
UK government allocated around £70 million in direct financial
support to UK athletes. At the Games, the Great Britain and
Northern Ireland team obtained a total of 30 medals, 9 of which
were gold — an approximate cost of £2.3 million per medal. In
the run up to the Beijing Games in 2008, the government has
allocated a sum of £75 million in direct financial support. The
United Kingdom is far from being alone in providing substan-
tial support for its elite, and especially, Olympic athletes. The
poor performance by the Australian team at the 1976 Montreal
Olympics prompted a government enquiry which led to sus-
tained and substantial investment of public funds in elite train-
ing facilities such as the Australian Institute of Sport and in
direct support to athletes and domestic Olympic sports federa-
tions. At around the same time, the government of the German
Democratic Republic (GDR; former East Germany) was
reputed to be spending about 1 per cent of its gross domestic
product on elite sport. As Bergsgard et al. (2007, p. 170) note,
government resources ‘were very much concentrated in high
performance training centres in Berlin where there was a substan-
tial “over-employment” of support personnel’. A DSB official
reported, following reunification, that ‘when we took over, in
East Berlin in track and field, we took over 65 physiotherapists.
Each individual athlete had his own ...". Even in free market,
non-interventionist and decentralised political systems, such as
the United States, draconian government intervention in sport
was not unusual if it was deemed necessary to protect elite
sport success. For example, in 1978 the US Congress legislated
to resolve the long-standing dispute between the National
Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) and the Amateur
Athletic Union (AAU) for control over elite track and field
athletes (cf. Hunt, 2007). The Amateur Sports Act marginalised
the AAU and gave the US Olympic Committee primary
responsibility for the preparation of teams to represent the
United States.

There are a variety of explanations why such a diverse range
of governments should be so concerned with elite sport success
which include international prestige and diplomatic recogni-
tion, ideological competition and a belief that international
sporting success generates domestic political benefits ranging
from the rather nebulous ‘feel good factor’ to more concrete eco-
nomic impacts associated with the hosting of elite competitions.
In recent years hosting major sports events has been, for a num-
ber of countries, an important element in various forms of
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economic development including tourism promotion (Sydney
2000 Olympic Games) and urban regeneration (Barcelona 1992
and London 2012 Olympic Games). The economic benefits of
hosting major sports events are increasingly significant in post-
industrial countries where the sports-related service sector is an
important engine for growth and employment (Gratton and
Taylor, 2000). However, if countries are to be in a position to use
sport as a resource, whether for diplomatic, economic or social
objectives, they are in a much better position to exploit sport’s
potential if they possess assets in the form of recognised world-
class elite athletes. There are few governments who have not
recognised the value of sport as a high-visibility, low-cost and
extremely malleable resource which can be adapted to achieve,
or at least give the impression to the public/electorate of achiev-
ing, a wide variety of domestic and international goals. Such is
the flexibility of sport as a policy instrument that it is increas-
ingly difficult for governments, providing of course that they
possess the necessary financial resources, not to espouse a com-
mitment to elite sport and competition as illustrated by
Canada’s agonising over the place of elite sport in public policy
following the Ben Johnson doping scandal at the 1988 Seoul
Olympic Games. Despite many statements decrying the distor-
tion of values resulting from a commitment to the pursuit
of Olympic medals, Canada is now investing heavily in elite
sport in advance of its hosting of the 2010 winter Olympics in
Vancouver.

Developing elite athletes

There have been a number of attempts to identify the ingredi-
ents of successful elite athlete development such as those by
Fisher and Borms (1990), Abbott et al. (2002), Digel (2002a, b),
Green and Oakley (2001a, b), Oakley and Green (2001), UK
Sport (2006). Although the various authors identify a different
number of key elements in a successful elite development sys-
tem, there is considerable overlap between the analyses (see
Table 1.1). In particular, it is possible to organise the elements or
characteristics into three reasonably distinct clusters: context-
ual, for example, the availability of funding/wealth; proces-
sual, for example, a system for identifying talent, determining
the basis on which particular sports will be offered support;
and specific, for example, bespoke training facilities.

For Oakley and Green (2001; see also Green and Oakley,
2001a) the 10 characteristics listed in Table 1.1 represent ‘com-
mon approaches to the problem of enhancing elite sport rather
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than responses to the social, political and economic elements in
each country’ (2001, p. 91). Moreover, they suggest ‘that there is
a growing trend towards a homogeneous model of elite sport
development’ (2001, p. 91). Digel’s analysis (2002a, b) focuses
more on the context within which an effective elite sport system
can develop, but there is a clear overlap with the analysis of
Oakley and Green insofar as he stresses the importance of a cul-
ture supportive of elite achievement, adequate financial sup-
port, and processes through which talent can be identified and
developed.

The joint report by UK Sport, Vrije Univeriteit Brussel, WJH
Mulier Institut (The Netherlands) and Sheffield Hallam
University, UK (known as the SPLISS Consortium) compared
elite development systems in six countries (United Kingdom,
Canada, Italy, Norway, The Netherlands and Belgium) in relation
to the nine factors (pillars) listed in Table 1.1. The findings were
‘inconclusive’ insofar as there was no clear relationship between
particular factors and elite success. However, the authors did
note that the three most successful countries at the Athens
Olympic Games, Italy, United Kingdom and The Netherlands, all
scored well in relation to the following four factors: funding for
national governing bodies (NGBs); coaching provision and
coaching development; athletic and post-career support and
training facilities. The report also suggested that the similar high
scores for the United Kingdom and The Netherlands in relation
to “athletic and post-career support” and ‘international competi-
tion” might be due to both countries benefiting ‘from the learning
curve of other nations which might be described as “early
adopters” such as Australia” (UK Sport, 2006, p. 15). Finally, the
report noted the paradox of

increasing global competition ... encouraging nations to adopt ... more
strategic elite sport policy in order to differentiate themselves from other
nations. The net result is an increasingly homogeneous elite sport devel-
opment system which is ostensibly based around a near uniform model
of elite sport development with subtle local variations (2006, p. 16).

However, in an article also published in 2006, by many of the
same authors of the UK Sport report they qualify their initial
conclusion by stating that

It is impossible to create one single model for explaining international
success. A system leading to success in one nation may be doomed to
fail in another. Therefore it needs to be emphasised that the combination
of the nine pillars may be specific to a given nation’s context and that dif-
ferent systems may all be successful'.

(De Bosscher et al., 2006, p. 209)




