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TALENT IDENTIFICATION
AND DEVELOPMENT IN SPORT

Identifying talent in athletes and developing that ability to its fullest potential is a
central concern of sport scientists, sports coaches and sports policy makers. This book
offers a comprehensive synthesis of current knowledge in talent identification and
development in sport, from the biological basis of ability to the systems and processes
within sport through which that ability is nurtured.

Written by a team of leading international experts, the book explores key factors
and issues in contemporary sport, including:

e genetics;

e secondary factors such as birth date, cultural context and population size;

¢ perceptual motor skill acquisition and expertise;

*  sports development policy;

e in-depth case studies, including European soccer, East African running and
US gymnastics.

With an emphasis throughout on practical implications and processes for those
working in sport, the book offers an authoritative evaluation of the strengths and
weaknesses of contemporary systems for identifying and developing talent in sport.
This is important reading for any student, researcher or practitioner with an interest
in skill acquisition, youth sport, elite sport, sports coaching or sports development.

Joseph Baker is with the Lifespan Health and Performance Laboratory in the
School of Kinesiology and Health Science, York University, Canada and a visiting
research fellow at Leeds Metropolitan University, UK. His research focuses on
optimal human development, particularly issues affecting the acquisition of sport
expertise.

Steve Cobley is a senior lecturer in skill acquisition and sport psychology within
the Carnegie Faculty at Leeds Metropolitan University, UK. His specific research
interests focus upon developmental factors that constrain learning, attainment and

performance.

Jorg Schorer is a research associate at the Institute of Sport Science at the
Westfilische Wilhelms-University Miinster, Germany. His research interests are
not only within the field of talent identification and development, but also in
expertise in sport, perceptual-motor skills and sport psychology.
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PREFACE

The practice of identifying and nurturing talented youth so that they can excel in
the future has long been evident in varying domains and in various guises. Perhaps
no domain has embraced the potential of talent identification and development to
the extent of sport. Success in sport has become increasingly valuable politically,
socially and economically, and in parallel with this occurrence, there has been
increased funding and resources (e.g., human capital) devoted to this effort. This
book is in recognition of these broad events, and the emerging scientific field of
research examining talent identification and development.

The overarching purpose of this book is to provide a ‘state of the science’
overview of empirical and practical information for sport administrators, coaches,
parents, athletes, applied sport scientists and students about current issues in the
identification and development of sport talent. To achieve this purpose, we have
divided the book into two main sections bookended between introductory and
concluding chapters. In the first section, leading researchers from the field of athlete
development explain their research and how this work informs our understanding
of the process of sport skill acquisition. A general framework we have used to
organize this section is Baker and Horton’s (2004) notion of primary and secondary
influences on sport development (see Cobley et al., Chapter 1). The chapters by
Baker (Chapter 2) as well as MacNamara and Collins (Chapter 3) focus on the
primary influences of genetics and psychological factors on athlete development.
Then, Horton (Chapter 4) focuses largely on secondary environmental influences
such as culture, birthplace and birthdate. The chapters by Farrow (Chapter 5),
Renshaw, Davids, Phillips and Kerhervé (Chapter 6) examine and explain athlete
development more globally, from the perspectives of cognitive psychology and
dynamical systems theory respectively.

Our intent is that Section 1 provides the necessary theoretical background for
readers to understand the various processes at work in Section 2, which provides a



xviii Preface

series of case studies examining international success stories from the ‘trenches’ of
talent identification and development. Here, specialist contributors working with a
range of individual (e.g., gymnastics, Chapter 7 by Sands; running, Chapter 11 by
Pitsiladis) and team sports (e.g., soccer, Chapter 8 by Elferink-Gemser & Visscher;
rugby league, Chapter 9 by Till et al.; and handball, Chapter 10 by Schorer ef al.)
describe the unique constraints inherent with their sport contexts. Further, and more
specifically, they highlight how athletic talent is being identified and developed, as
well as how systems themselves are presently evolving. The culmination of Section
2 is Chapter 12 by Gulbin, which overviews and reflects upon Australia’s national
approach to talent identification and development programme.

To guide chapter content in Section 2, authors were asked to consider the
following questions (where possible):

*  How does your sport context go about identifying talent or selecting athletes
for further development?

* How does your sport context nurture talent across stages/phases of develop-
ment?

¢ What are the key issues that presently affect talent identification and devel-
opment in your sport?

*  What further research and understanding is required in this area?

e What advice can you provide to administrators, coaches, parents, or athletes
involved in talent identification practices in your sport context?

Our hope is that these particular questions are relevant to readers interested in sport
talent identification and development, regardless of whether it’s through personal
involvement as an athlete, coach, trainer, sport administrator or as a parent hoping
to help their child navigate sport’s sometimes daunting talent systems. Whether
through their role as researcher, practitioner or both, contributors to this text have
ensured that readers will be well informed of good practices as well as areas where
improvements are necessary to address current limitations. To aid in achieving these
outcomes, the concluding chapter of the book draws upon the information pre-
sented in Sections 1 and 2. Optimistically, we hope that this final chapter (a)
underscores the similarities between work being conducted by researchers and put
into action by practitioners, (b) highlights ‘best practices’ in talent identification and
development, and (c) identifies the limits of our knowledge, while providing ways
they can be resolved. Collectively, this discussion will inform the next generation
of research in this emerging field.

While we have tried to organize chapters sequentially when it was appropriate
to do so, it is not necessary that readers approach the book in this way. Readers can
dip in and out of sections as necessary. The sections and chapters stand alone in their
focus and content, yet remain closely aligned to our overarching purpose of
informing a ‘better’ system for talent identification and development in sport.
Perhaps the most significant opportunity from this book is the potential for cross-
fertilization of ideas between researchers and practitioners from different domains.
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The text includes contributors from sport psychology, motor learning and skill
acquisition, exercise physiology, and coaching. Through incorporating multi-
disciplinary perspectives it is our hope that together we can find answers to questions
that have thus far been elusive, such as: how do elite athletes develop? When is the
most appropriate time for talent identification and development interventions? And,
why do certain athletes succeed while others fail?
Joe Baker, Steve Cobley and Jérg Schorer
December 2010
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