
The Rocky Road to the Top

Non linear talent 

development

Athlete Journey’s and their 

trajectories

Some dynamics around those 

trajectories 

How we might be able to exploit 

those dynamics to better inform 

our TD





The journey to the top is 

anything but a stable concept. 

Complex, dynamic and individualized 

Athlete will generally do one of three 

things…

Some will achieve early and late success

Most will do one or the other  



Those that fly are rare!



High early rise often precedes 

train wrecks!

Motivation, burn out



Challenge precedes progression 
for the long term (Rocky Road)

So… why is this happening?



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dcUAIpZrwog

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dcUAIpZrwog


So… in a sporting context 

the same applies

• Slumps and crashes (ADVERSITY) are good 

providing... YOU ARE PREPARED and 

ANTICIPATE THEM

• Conversely you may want to deliberately slow 

athletes up (road blocks and speed bumps… 
reversing an identification advantage)

• How might we be able to anticipate?



A good example of this non 
linear development pattern 
is the relative age effect



How does this play out in  performance pathways?



Performance Pathway’s (Rugby & Cricket)

Expressed as percentages 



• Developing evidence the long term affects may not be such an 
issue for the relatively young.

• Greater injury rates for the relatively old (Ashworth & 
Heynolds, 2007)

• Higher salaries (Ford &Williams, 2011)

• Education & business output attainment (Roberts & Stott, 
2015; Du, et al. 2011)

• Greater psychological growth  through overcoming selection 
bias? (Gibbs, 2011, (McCarthy et al, 2014; 2016)



For example…
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For example…
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So what is this suggesting? 

• Early experience

• GB Medallists Study (Rees et al)

• Resilience (Sarkar & Fletcher)

• Attitude

• Growth Mindset (Dweck)

• Grit (Duckworth)

• Skills

• Self Control (Toering et al.)

• Psychological characteristics of developing excellence… 

PCDEs (MacNamara et al)



(Sarkar & Fletcher)



So… what would you do if you had your time again?
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Some examples…

• Physical  (psycho-motor)

• Playing up & down pathways

• Playing out of position

• Emotional (affective)
• Release & build expectations

• Exposure to senior environments

• Reaction to adversity – loan club

• Cognitive 

• Presentations - IDPs
• Information overload & underload

• Consequences (not punitive)

• High standards
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