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‘Insightful, thoughtful, and altogether wonderful: The authors have given us a guided tour of athletic greatness, brimming with revelatory science and deep understanding.’ Daniel Coyle, New York Times bestselling author of The Talent Code


‘The Best takes you on an epic journey of discovery and learning while also highlighting some of the nuances and pitfalls around developing elite athletes.’ James Bunce, High Performance Director, US Soccer Federation


‘For any coach that wants to learn and then coach better, this book is a must read. Developing elite athletes is an intricate process and this book will help you achieve the right balance of coaching.’ Eddie Jones, Head Coach, England Rugby


‘Answers the big questions about how stars are made, in lucid, jargon-free prose. Takes our understanding of elite sport to a new level and deepens the enjoyment of watching. A major addition to sporting literature.’ Paul Hayward, Chief Sports Writer, Daily Telegraph


‘The Best takes a classic question posed by sport – what made them so good? – and interrogates it with genuine intellectual sparkle.’ Ed Smith, England cricket selector, author of What Sport Tells Us About Life


‘A great read for anyone interested in excellence using a compelling mix of narrative interviews with the best athletes interwoven with cutting edge science.’ Sian Beilock, author of Choke


‘This crisply written and enthralling book is a study of high achievement in sports. But it is much more than that because of the richness of the human interest stories it tells and of how it uses data to explain its conclusions. It achieves that rare feat: making you look at the world in a new way.’ Jason Cowley, editor, New Statesman


‘The Best is an enthralling read that combines the latest research along with interesting anecdotes that bring to life how the world’s best athletes are made. Whether a casual reader or professional working in athlete development The Best is a great read’ Troy Taylor, High Performance Director, US Ski and Snowboard


‘The authors delve deep into the minds of great athletes, making tangible the intangible, bringing reason to the unexplained, and order to the chaos surrounding the creation of elite sportsmen and women.’ Stuart Miller, Senior Executive Director, International Tennis Federation


‘Taking the complexity of cutting edge research and mixing it with the insights from expert performers in elite sport, The Best stands out in offering a glimpse of the characteristics of greatness and highlighting the many factors that lead individuals to sporting triumph’ David Colclough, Head of Coaching/Sports Science at The Professional Golfers’ Association (The PGA)


‘The Best provides a perfect balance between evidence-based and anecdotal writing. It is easy to read, yet insightful and thought-provoking. It provides a good framework to understand the multifactorial and random aspects involved in human talent. The Best is a great resource for anyone interested in skill learning, talent identification and expert performance in sport’ Xavi Schelling, Director of Sports Science and Performance, San Antonio Spurs


‘The authors have created a piece of work that encapsulates everything we should know about identifying and developing champions. This book is a must for any coach, Sporting Director, teacher or mentor; in fact, anyone involved in finding talent and creating opportunity for potential to become reality. In this one book, the authors cover the full spectrum of requirements for elite athletes to become the best they can be and provide the tools for others to help them.’ Les Reed, Technical Director, The Football Association


‘A must read for any coach who wants to optimize and facilitate athlete development. The book highlights how talent develops by creating realistic practice situations and empowering athletes. The book, amongst other things, has the athlete and sport at its core, while bestowing on the coach a crucial role as the facilitator of sporting greatness’. Isaac Guerrero, Head of Coaching at FC Barcelona


‘The Best is simply an essential read. It takes us on a rollercoaster tour of the journeys of some of the world’s most celebrated athletes and explains how they achieved sporting greatness.’ Christopher Carling, Head of Performance, French Football Federation


‘In The Best, the authors’ vast scientific expertise and real-world experience from the trenches of elite sport results in a fascinating, informative, and immediately relevant read. I devoured it in a weekend and immediately shared it with my National Team coaches and performance staff.’ Peter Vint, Chief of Sport, USA Volleyball


‘A comprehensive book, which thoroughly covers, using science and interviews with successful athletes, the key factors that impact on a prosperous career in sport. For those involved in this domain, this is a very important read that helps improve understanding of the nuances that exist along the pathway to sporting excellence’ Juninho Paulista, General Manager, Brazil National Football Team
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Foreword


I think most of us, even those of us who are slightly obsessed with it, know that sport isn’t the most consequential thing in the world. It may be fun and diverting, but it isn’t life and death. As the great football manager Arrigo Sacchi put it, sport is “the most important of the unimportant things in life”.


But sport has another role, too, beyond providing exercise and entertainment: it helps us to understand ourselves. It helps us to grasp why some people excel and others do not, why some strive while others fizzle out, why some cope with pressure and others fall apart.


This book is a cutting edge analysis of what we now call sports science, but is really a deconstruction about how we can all be the best we can be. From a starting discussion on why younger siblings tend to outperform older ones, we are taken on a journey into the rich terrain of the human body and mind.


I first came across Mark Williams when researching my first book, Bounce, because his academic papers stood out for their insight and clarity. I went to Liverpool John Moores University (his place of work at the time) to learn more about his research into perceptual intelligence in sport. This book is a timely way of bringing his research to a wider audience.


I first got to know Tim Wigmore while reading his fine and analytical articles in the popular media. He seemed like the perfect person to team up with Mark to write a book bringing together the different strands of sports science, in a way that might both help us to understand the construction of greatness, and offer practical tips on practice, parenting and performing.


It is interesting that sport, as a cultural institution, has grown beyond all expectation in recent decades. There are few nations on earth that are unmoved by the feats of the finest athletes, whether it is Usain Bolt powering down the track in an Olympic arena, Serena Williams powering her way to another grand slam title, or Roger Federer turning tennis into performance art. I have little doubt that sport will continue to grow, continue to inspire, continue to bring meaning both to the lives of those who watch it, and those who play it.


As I write these words, I am midway through watching The Last Dance, the ESPN documentary series about NBA giant, Michael Jordan. It is a thrilling narrative, chronicling the career of a sportsman who took a failing basketball franchise by the scruff of the neck and turned it into one of the greatest teams of all time. It is about strength of character, Jordan’s refusal to brook anything other than excellence, and his willingness to set an example to all around him. Jordan could be difficult, perhaps even overbearing at times, but there is no disputing his relentless effectiveness.


I noticed on twitter one poster asking: “how do you become so good at something”. Another asked: “How did he reach such incredible heights?”. It is perhaps impossible to give a complete answer to a question so complex, almost mystical. But this book gives it a very good go.


Matthew Syed


May 2020









Prologue


Every day the best athletes are everywhere: on our television screens, on our social media feeds and in our newspapers. What are the odds of joining them? Actually, we know the answer. One US high-school player out of every 5,768 becomes a professional football player, one out of every 11,771 becomes a men’s basketball player, and one out of every 13,015 becomes a professional women’s basketball player.1


But this is just to become professional athletes. When it comes to being the best in their sport, naturally the odds increase markedly. There are 5.3 million female US basketball players2 but only one Elena Delle Donne, who has the best free-throw percentage of any basketball player, male or female, in history. In South Africa, there are 460,000 rugby players – but, only one Siya Kolisi, who captained the Springboks to Rugby World Cup glory in 2019.3 And in England only 180 of the 1.5 million players who play organized football each year become Premier League players – a success rate of 0.012 per cent.4 This shows how remarkable Marcus Rashford’s journey to scoring on his England debut aged 18 is.


Delle Donne, Kolisi and Rashford are three of the athletes that we interviewed to understand their journeys to the summit of professional sport. Jamie Carragher, Pete Sampras, Steph Curry, Dan Carter, Joey Votto, Ian Poulter, Annika Sorenstam, Mike Hussey, Ada Hegerberg, Helen Glover, Shane Battier, Kumar Sangakkara and Stephen Hendry were among those who also generously shared their insights.


The Best: How Elite Athletes are Made is the story of how athletes rise to the top. Combining cutting-edge sports science research with dozens of exclusive interviews with leading players and coaches, the book seeks answers to fundamental questions. What makes them stand out? What makes them the best at what they do? What separates them from those who fail to make the grade?


In the first chapters of the book we explore the luck of birth, and how this impacts who becomes the best athletes. It explains why younger siblings have a significantly greater chance of becoming elite athletes than older siblings. It explores what it takes to be the parent of future champions with the help of Judy Murray. It investigates the perfect type of town for athletes to be born in, and why mid-sized towns produce far more champions. We also go on a journey to the banlieues of Paris, the football hub of the world, to explore why the area produces more elite footballers than anywhere else – and what this reveals about the playgrounds of sporting greatness, and how environment and culture shape who rises to the summit of sport.


The book then explains how athletes perform their extraordinary feats. Athletes can process swathes of complex information instantaneously to decide on the appropriate action, often under intense pressure. As former Liverpool Football Club defender Jamie Carragher explains, reading the game is about the speed of players’ minds, not their hands or feet. The best athletes, we’ll discover, literally use their eyes differently than less successful ones. We decode how athletes think and read the game, and answer some essential questions: How do players really hit a baseball or cricket ball when it takes under 0.5 seconds to reach them? Why do underarm serves and grunts work in tennis? And why are left-handers overrepresented in elite sport? We also explore how Kolisi led South Africa to World Cup glory and what the story reveals about the science of teamwork in sport, why athletes choke, and why – like Ian Poulter in the Ryder Cup – some deliver their best under pressure. And we explain how to win a penalty shoot-out.


Finally, we explore how athletes practise and develop their skills to reach the next level. Delle Donne explores the training regime that helped her become the best ever free-throw shooter, and we explain what this shows about the type of practice necessary to attain greatness. The best athletes, we discover, have ownership over their practice, rather than simply being told what to do. We explore how coaches can enable greatness, encapsulated by the story of Danny Kerry, the former head coach of Great Britain hockey, who transformed his coaching based on research into skill acquisition, leading the country to its first ever hockey gold medal in the Olympics. And we visit FC Barcelona, one of the foremost sports clubs in the world, to explore how they are using technology to improve their players further. Neuroscience and technology like virtual reality have the potential to push athletes to even greater heights.


Our focus is broadly on the most popular sports – so, while we cover Olympic sports, there is much football, basketball, cricket, tennis, golf, rugby union and baseball. The book combines world-leading sports science research with exclusive interviews with dozens of leading athletes and coaches. The range of athletes we interviewed illuminates the research and shows the many different routes that exist to reach the top. The focus of the book is mostly sociological and psychological – though, as we explore, physical and physiological factors do matter, too.


The result is, we hope, a genuine and compelling account of how the best athletes are really made – from their childhoods all the way up to how they train and how they think in the cauldron of competition. Naturally, this shows the messy complexity of reality – we have avoided the temptation to invent ‘rules’ which, while superficially attractive, conceal as much as they reveal.


We do not claim there is a simple template to becoming the best, or even maximizing your chances of becoming the best you can be – sport, like life, is altogether more complicated. Neither do we claim that everyone can become the best – leading athletes benefit from a complex, and interrelated, mixture of nature and nurture. But, as we explore, there are certain characteristics that are common in many of the best athletes during their childhoods and careers, and which shed light on what it takes to be an elite athlete. Players, parents, coaches and fans can, we believe, learn much from these stories.


Our aim in writing this book is not to provide a template for future would-be champions. It is, instead, to answer the two eternal questions of all watchers of great sport: Why them? And how do they do that?


We hope you enjoy finding out the answers as much as we did.









Part One


Nature, serendipity and the role of chance in making champions
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We are family






The amazing Ingebrigtsens and why your younger sibling is better at sport than you




‘It is competitive between us in a healthy way. We try to train smart and push each other within the limits. But the psychological rivalry between us is one of the reasons why we are competing for medals every year.’


Filip Ingebrigtsen, one of the three Ingebrigtsen brothers to win gold in the 1500 metres at the European Championships1





 


For many parents, it would be an unpalatable test of their allegiances to see their children battle against each other in a public competition. Gjert Ingebrigtsen was used to it; he had spent much of the past 20 years seeing his children race each other. And so, when he settled in to watch the 2018 European Athletics Championships in Berlin, the sight was familiar.


To the rest of the world, though, what they witnessed on the nights of 10 and 11 August was altogether more arresting. In the 1500 metres track race on 10 August, 17-year-old Jakob Ingebrigtsen became the youngest ever athlete to win an event in the European Championships. After he did so, two of his elder brothers, Henrik and Filip, joined him in celebrating on the track at the Olympic Stadium.


In itself, there was nothing unusual about siblings celebrating with the new champion – except that both had just competed against him in the very same race. Filip, who punched the air, had finished only 12th; this was deeply disappointing, for he was the defending champion, after winning gold in the same event two years earlier. Henrik, who draped his arm around Jakob and pointed to him, had come fourth. He, too, knew what winning the 1500 metres gold medal felt like – six years earlier, he had done it himself. Now, all three brothers had won the European title, one of the marque events of the European Championships.1


Jakob and Henrik were celebrating together again just under 24 hours later at the Olympic Stadium. Jakob, remarkably, had won another gold medal – making him the first man in 84 years to win the 1500 and 5000 metres double at the European Championships, and all before he was old enough to be allowed to drive. As Jakob celebrated while holding the Norwegian flag, next to him was Henrik, who had finished the 5000 metres race just 1.7 seconds behind Jakob, to win the silver medal.










Younger … and better


When his girls Serena and Venus were three and four, Richard Williams hatched a plan: he would give them tennis rackets and train them both, setting them on a path to becoming champions. Even as Venus developed faster in their childhood years, Richard always said that Serena would go on to be the better player.


Richard Williams was right. Both Venus and Serena would become among the finest ever to play the sport. And, as her father had always predicted, Serena would go on to be the best Williams. With 23 singles Grand Slams and 39 Grand Slams in total, she is probably the finest women’s player in history.2


This is the little sibling effect in action: younger siblings tend to outperform their older brothers and sisters. If you have a younger sibling, they are probably better at sport than you are.


On average, elite athletes have 1.04 older siblings, while those who are non-elite have only 0.6 older siblings, according to an analysis of Australian and Canadian athletes across 33 different sports.3 In the study, elite athletes – who had reached senior international competition – and non-elite athletes – who had reached junior national or senior domestic level – on average had the same number of siblings overall. What mattered was whether they were younger or older.


Even when two siblings both reach professional level, the younger one retains salient advantages. In Major League Baseball, younger brothers outperform their older brothers.3 Among pairs of brothers that played Test cricket – the five-day format considered the sport’s pinnacle – younger brothers have had a more successful career twice as often as elder brothers.3 On average, batters who played Test cricket for England between 2004 and 2019 had 1.2 older siblings, compared with 0.4 for county-level batters.3


Jakob is the fifth of the seven Ingebrigtsen siblings. And so he has been able to mimic the training techniques of his brothers Filip and Henrik, who are seven and nine years his senior. Even these two had the benefits of having an elder sibling – Filip is the second of the siblings, with an elder brother who also ran in his youth, while Henrik is the third born.


‘I’ve been a professional runner since I was eight, nine, 10 years old,’ Jakob said after his double triumph in Berlin. ‘I’ve been training, dedicated and following a good structure – the same as my brothers – from an early age.


‘It was a little crazy to get this medal, this is huge. But winning a second title in two days is the result of having done this my whole life.’ From an early age, Jakob trained with his brothers, matching their intervals from the age of 16 or 17.4


While Jakob’s victories in Berlin were extraordinary, surpassing his brothers was not. From the age of 15 onwards, Jakob achieved better results than his brothers at the same age in the 800 metres – and, from 16, in the 1500 metres.4 Aged 16, he became the youngest ever athlete to break the four-minute mile.


As with the Ingebrigtsen clan, older siblings double as recruiters into a particular sport, with younger siblings often choosing, or being pushed, to play with their older siblings. Remarkably, after the 2019 Rugby World Cup, 46 sets of brothers had played for New Zealand; family ties have underpinned one of the most successful sports teams in history.







A trickle-down effect


‘She would always drag me out to run or to kick balls,’ Ada Hegerberg, the winner of football’s 2018 Ballon d’Or Féminin for the best female player in the world, recalled of her sister Andrine, two years her elder. ‘She was a leading figure for me.’


Ada is the youngest of the three children. ‘If it hadn’t been for my elder brother and older sister, I don’t think I would have achieved what I have. I was a “hang-around” in the beginning, but slowly when I got to eight or nine years of age I was dragged into it and I couldn’t stop playing football. So they had a huge impact.’


First-borns have to wait for their parents to play with them, or their parents to arrange play-dates; those with elder siblings do not. They are born with someone to play with – and if their elder siblings are ferried around to play sport, they will often be taken along with them, increasing their exposure to regular sport at a younger age.


‘Older siblings play an important role in athlete development – they can act as socializing agents, introducing their younger siblings to sport, either through informal play at home, or by parents dragging younger siblings along to their older sibling’s sporting commitments,’ explained Melissa Hopwood, the co-author of the study into Australian and Canadian athletes. ‘The older siblings then act as role models and coaches, teaching their younger siblings the rules and skills of the sport by observation or direct instruction.’


In team sports, younger siblings often play with their elder siblings – just as Ada Hegerberg did. Doing so, Hopwood said, can ‘force the development of more advanced skills at a younger age in order to keep up with their teammates’.


The advantage multiplies in women’s sports. A study of the US national football team – consistently the best country in the world, and the 2019 World Cup winners – found that fewer players in the squad were an only child than the national average. Only 20 per cent of national team players were the eldest sibling, but 74 per cent of players had an older sibling – three-quarters of these older siblings played football. Whether the older siblings were boys or girls made no difference.5


In many countries, having at least one elder brother increases a girl’s chances of participating in sport. ‘Older brothers are more likely to be engaged in sport and high levels of informal play, so this may normalize the activity for their younger siblings,’ said Hopwood. ‘For girls with older brothers there is likely going to be a greater physical discrepancy between the two siblings so the girls have to smarten up and toughen up.’ Of the English women’s football squad who reached the semi-final of the 2019 World Cup, 52 per cent had an elder brother, and two-thirds had an elder sibling.5 All but one of England’s cricket squad that lifted the Women’s World Cup at Lord’s in 2017 had at least one older brother who played cricket.







Sibling rivalry


The urge to keep up drives younger siblings. ‘Everyone expects I will win and if I don’t it will be a big disappointment,’ Jakob said in a documentary following the Ingebrigtsen family before his professional career began.6 ‘My biggest dream is to be better than Henrik. I think when I am about 20 I will beat him.’ He didn’t even need that long.


Siblings develop different motivations and goals based on their birth order. First-borns develop a preference for mastery goals – those based on self-referenced standards of competence. Second-borns are more likely to prefer performance goals, which are based on other-referenced standards of competence. The contrast suggests that, in general, the goals of second-borns are better-suited to a career in professional sport.7 A study comparing three groups of athletes – so-called super-champions, who reached the pinnacle of their sport, champions, and ‘almosts’, who didn’t make it to the top despite promising junior careers – found that a desire to keep up with older siblings was a driving force for many who went on to be leading athletes.8


‘You know I was always really very, very, very good,’ recalled Venus Williams, who was born 15 months earlier than Serena. ‘Serena, on the other hand, wasn’t very good at all. She was small, really slim and the racket was way too big for her. Hopeless.’9 Serena did not allow herself to be outclassed on the tennis court for long. As their mother recalled, ‘With Serena, everything had to be perfect and she would get frustrated if it wasn’t. She always had to win, no matter if it was a talent show, cards, she had to be the winner.’10


Some advantages enjoyed by younger siblings derive from how their parents treat them. Parents are notoriously more indulgent of later-born children, letting them go out at a younger age and engage in higher-risk activities.3 Such effects permeate sport, too. Compared to older siblings, younger ones are 40 per cent more likely to play dangerous contact sports than their elder brothers and sisters – so they have more opportunity to make it to the top in these sports.3


In sport, and beyond, younger siblings are more likely to take an unorthodox, less conformist approach, and not feel confined to stick to the rules. First-borns take more conservative career options – earning more money at the start of their careers – and are more supportive of the political status quo. According to analysis done by Frank J. Sulloway,11 later-born children are ‘significantly more likely than firstborns to support radical political changes’. Sulloway has also shown that, remarkably, younger brothers are 10 times more likely than their older brothers to attempt to steal a base in baseball;12 Jackie Robinson, acclaimed as the ‘father of base stealing’, had four elder siblings.


When competing against older siblings – and their friends – in informal games, younger siblings need cunning to make up for their physical disadvantages. Younger siblings often develop ‘superior perceptual-cognitive skills, more creativity and highly refined technical skills’ than older siblings, Hopwood explained.


As they have had less time to practise, and are less physically developed, younger siblings normally lose in family games. The experiences force children to become adept at dealing with failure, harnessing their competitiveness and mental resilience.


‘They would try to intimidate me,’ AB de Villiers, who was later ranked the number-one batsman in the world in both Test and one-day international cricket, recounted of childhood games with his two elder brothers, who were six and nine years older. ‘My brothers were merciless. They were monsters. There were always a lot of tears – usually mine.’13


So perhaps Jakob’s records will last only until his younger brother William – born in 2013 – turns professional. ‘We have another brother who is turning five years old, and soon he can join the team,’ said Henrik, after winning the silver medal in the 5000 metres race at the Olympic Stadium. ‘There are no limits for us.’4







Learning together


Simply having a sibling at all increases a child’s chances of becoming an elite athlete. Participation rates in sport tend to be higher among children with siblings. Worldwide, elite athletes’ siblings are 2.3 times more likely to play sport regularly;14 China’s former one-child policy, then, does not seem conducive to producing champions.


‘We are competitors, brothers and good friends,’ Filip has said. ‘We push each other during training.’15 As with the Ingebrigtsen brothers, siblings can provide companionship, emotional support and drive.


‘It is competitive between us in a healthy way,’ Filip said in Berlin.1 ‘We try to train smart and push each other within the limits. But the psychological rivalry between us is one of the reasons why we are competing for medals every year.’


In 2017, Henrik recalled, ‘I was injured and had to go through surgery. It was hard to start training for the 2018 season. When I could follow Filip and Jakob on the interval sessions during the spring 2018, I knew I was able to fight for a medal in the 2018 European Championship.’15


Working with siblings may accelerate learning. Two, or more, people working together to learn a particular task – dyadic learning – is more conducive to learning new skills.16 Multiple people learning together leads to greater verbal interaction between learners, and greater motivation and feedback sharing. ‘It’s almost like getting a mirror on your own performance if you can watch someone who’s similarly skilled make mistakes or gradually get better,’ said Nicola Hodges, an expert in skill acquisition from the University of British Columbia. Such an environment benefits all learners, but especially younger siblings – younger children can learn more from their siblings than vice versa. ‘I’ve learned a lot from watching Venus,’ Serena said in 1998. ‘Her results have encouraged me to work harder so that I can do well, too.’17


It is not only that younger children can learn from their siblings. Parents also learn from how they nurtured their elder children – retaining what worked best, but refining what did not to give their youngest children a better experience. This seems to have been the experience with the Williams sisters. ‘It’s almost like Venus, being the older sister, was the guinea pig on certain shots, and they got the technique better with Serena,’ the former US tennis player Pam Shriver observed of the sisters.2 Parents are ‘more familiar with how to navigate the sporting system by the time their second child was involved,’ Hopwood found in her study. ‘They knew the good clubs, the good coaches, the commitment required, so they had a more informed, deliberate experience rather than flying blind.’


‘Both Filip and him have learned from my mistakes,’1 Henrik said after Jakob’s first gold medal in Berlin. ‘I have made a lot of mistakes!


‘Every year we try to optimize our programme and all of our workouts and Jakob is starting his training with the perfect programmes, more or less … My father, me and Filip [sic] have spent years optimizing the programme and making it perfect. Hopefully, we will tweak it and make it even better and let us take one gold more each.’







Jamie and Andy: a ‘team family’


Growing up in Dunblane, a town of 9,000 people in central Scotland, Jamie and Andy Murray were a little like the Ingebrigtsens. They would play each other at everything – although, unlike the Ingebrigtsens, it normally involved a ball.


The local tennis club was a minute’s walk away. The club was by a park, where the Murrays used to play football with friends, and a golf course. ‘We’d just go and play – either together or with friends,’ Jamie recalled. ‘We’d just go and play and hit balls.’ In the height of summer it is light till after 10 o’clock in Dunblane, ‘so you could spend the whole day and evening playing sport’.


At home, the boys ‘were always making up their own games, and their own scoring systems for all sorts of things’, their mother Judy said. They wrestled, making belts out of cardboard and glue – Andy normally played as the Rock – played balloon tennis over the sofa, ping-pong over tables and golf putting competitions in the hall.


At home, Jamie remembered using junior trophies they had won as nets. ‘We’d have these tiny rackets and a sponge ball – we would play for hours and just loved it. But that stuff was all teaching us feel and skill without us really noticing.’


While only children are more likely to be dependent on playing with their parents or in formal settings at schools or sports clubs, children with siblings of a similar age generally begin playing informally with other children at a younger age. ‘We would always do the same stuff together,’ Jamie recalled. The Murrays were an example of what Canadian sociologists have called a ‘team family’, with sport acting as the backdrop for the development of sibling relationships, creating an environment for practising skills, formal and informal instruction and shared identity and purpose.18


Informal games help develop movement skills and encourage players to think for themselves.19, 20 Informal play exposes players to a far greater number of variables – and, therefore, new situations – than traditional formal training.


It didn’t matter what the games were – they were fiercely contested in the Murray household. ‘What helped Andy become that sort of uber-competitor was having an older brother who’s a bit bigger and a bit stronger than him through most of his formative years,’ Judy reflected. ‘All he ever wanted to do was to beat Jamie.’


These childhood games shaped the tennis player that Andy became. ‘The resilience of Andy is incredible. He has that real bloody-mindedness, Scottishness – so if you tell me I can’t do something I will prove to you that I can.’







Success and sacrifice


Many elite athletes have risen from tremendous adversity to the summit. This creates the illusion that sporting talent can rise regardless of family background. Yet, even athletes who have experienced childhood trauma – like the death of a loved one or material hardship – tend to have benefited from crucial familial support.


‘My whole family played a massive part in my life. Without them, you wouldn’t even know me,’ Raheem Sterling, the England and Manchester City footballer, wrote for The Players’ Tribune.21 At the core of the story of how Sterling became one of the world’s best footballers is a tale of family sacrifice.


When Sterling was two, his father was murdered in Jamaica. His mother moved to London to work and study so she could provide for her children; Sterling remained in Kingston, Jamaica, with his grandmother, and then joined his mother in England aged five.


Sterling’s mother was instrumental in his career development. ‘My mum is a proper warrior. She knows how to make it in this world,’ he wrote. When Sterling was approached to join Arsenal, his mother pushed him to join Queens Park Rangers instead – a far less prestigious club, but one that would give him more game time.


The journey to the club involved three buses. ‘We’d leave at 3:15 and get home at 11 p.m. Every. Single. Day,’ Sterling wrote. His elder sister always accompanied him. ‘Imagine being 17 years old and doing that for your little brother. And I never once heard her say, “No, I don’t want to take him.”


‘My mum sacrificed her life to get me here. My sister sacrificed her life to get me here.


‘My whole mission was to get a professional contract so that my mother and sister didn’t have to stress anymore. The day that I bought my mum a house, that was probably the happiest I’ve ever been.’


Sterling’s tale illustrates how central family support is to becoming an elite athlete. Children with an overall lack of parental or guardian involvement are less likely to succeed in any domain. The football development consultant Robin Russell observed that virtually every footballer, including those from the most deprived socioeconomic backgrounds, still typically had at least one crucial source of familial stability – at least one dependable, loving parent or surrogate parent or guardian, such as a grandparent or elder sibling – to help with their journey. So even in football, the most accessible and democratic sport in the world, the role of families is crucial. Positive family attitudes towards playing contribute to children’s self-confidence and motivation to continue sport.


Parents need to ensure their children have access to appropriate facilities, opponents and coaches – through formal club structures, playing informally with friends or family, or kicking a ball around with their children themselves. In many sports, such support requires time and money.22







A big investment


When the Murray brothers started playing tennis, ‘there were no coaches in our area, so I started to volunteer a couple of hours a week,’ Judy recalled. She eventually became Scotland’s national tennis coach in 1995, the year that Andy turned eight and Jamie nine. ‘I had a £25,000 salary, and a £90,000 budget for the whole of Scotland, from age seven up through seniors, and that was to pay for courts, extra coaches, fitness training, and competitions.’ She started small, with a group of 20 children, including her sons.


‘You want to make things happen, you bring all the parents in, because nobody wants things to happen more for their kids than the parents. So, we created a car-share rota, people putting others up overnight. I taught them how to staff matches, how to run tournaments. And as a result of setting up this kind of family feel, everybody was in it together.


‘It was like an adventure for them. We’d go off down to England sort of every second weekend in a minibus packed with kids, and they learned to fend for themselves and how to look after each other. Often I’d be driving the minibus, and it was just me and 16 kids – you wouldn’t be allowed to do that now, but that was how it was. The older kids had to look after the younger ones. If I was going to do it again, I would do it exactly the same way, because it was fun, and it was normal.’


Judy and other parents ensured that players were exposed continually to new challenges. ‘It’s very easy in tennis to become a big fish in a small pond, and as soon as you become a big fish in a small pond you need to get out of the small pond and find a bigger pond. We got used to travelling long distances to find competition.’


As her boys developed – Jamie went to train in Paris, and Andy in Barcelona – so the demands on Judy increased. ‘We couldn’t afford to pay other people to do things, so I learned all sorts of things, including how to do the tax returns in four different countries. I did a massage course so I could do the “rub-downs” after the matches so we didn’t have to pay. There were just loads of things that I had to learn to do, because it was a necessity. It’s why so many parents travel with their kids on the tennis circuit – they can’t afford to pay anybody else.


‘When you play overseas in junior tennis there’s no prize money – it’s a bit like going on holiday every week. You’re paying for the flights or trains and food and the hotels, restrings and the entry fees and the phone calls.


‘It requires an awful lot of investment of time and money to grow a young tennis player,’ Judy reflected. This isn’t only true of tennis. In the USA, a study of the parents of women’s youth national football teams found that 63 per cent of mothers volunteered in some role for their child’s club, 56 per cent of fathers trained their daughters individually, and 50 per cent volunteered to coach their child’s team.23 The parents and other family members able to help their children in the right ways help to determine who morphs into elite athletes.







The dangers of ‘helicopter parenting’


‘They hover over and then rescue their children whenever trouble arises. They’re forever running lunches, permission slips, band instruments, and homework assignments to school. They’re always pulling their children out of jams.’


The child development researchers Foster Cline and Jim Fay first coined the term ‘helicopter parenting’ to describe parents who are obsessively involved in their children’s lives, trying to solve all of their problems and protect them from danger.24


While parental involvement is often crucial for budding athletes, especially in individual sports, it must be the right type of involvement. By taking responsibility away from children, helicopter parenting appears detrimental to their prospects of becoming elite athletes.


By micro-managing their children’s lives, helicopter parents often prevent children from doing much informal play. The more that parents are hyper-engaged with their children, the less their children are likely to do physical activities – particularly unsupervised informal play, explained Ian Janssen, from Queen’s University in Canada. So the greater the amount of helicopter parenting, the less informal play that children tend to do.25 Rather than helicopter parenting, ‘setting clear boundaries but allowing children freedom and independence within those boundaries are associated with positive outcomes in school and sport development,’ explained Nicholas Holt, a specialist in sports development from the University of Alberta.26


Excessive parental pressure and expectations have been linked with higher anxiety, reduced self-esteem and self-confidence in young athletes, and even burnout and dropout. Helicopter parenting is associated with lower engagement in sport and physical activity among North American children.27


Ostensibly, Judy’s involvement in her children’s embryonic sports careers and her tennis pedigree may have encouraged her to be a helicopter parent. Yet she consciously eschewed helicopter parenting. ‘I’m a huge believer in making kids think for themselves.’ After they had played a match, and especially when they had struggled, Judy preferred to ‘ask questions, rather than telling them what to do’, she said.


‘For the most part the more you ask them questions about what they think they should do in a match the better – what happened at certain points in the match, what could you have done differently if you played that match tomorrow, what do you want to work on? It was always about trying to understand what they took out of the match.


‘It was really important for them to make their own decisions and choices, because if it’s their decision they own that decision, they commit to that decision. And of course you jump in as a parent if you see them about to make a massive mistake, but I’m also a big believer in letting kids make mistakes and learning from their mistakes.’


Jamie recalled that his mum ‘would always put the emphasis on us to talk about why things hadn’t gone our way, or why did this not work, or what was your opponent doing to you that you were struggling with on that day that you couldn’t adapt. Letting us talk rather than just be told “OK, your serve was poor today or your forehand was rubbish, you were hitting everything in the net.” The emphasis was on us to take ownership for what we were doing out there, and take responsibility for what happened on the court, because ultimately it’s up to us, right?’


As Judy also coached others, she was not solely focused on her children’s tennis. ‘It helped that I was the national coach and was responsible for loads of kids, which meant I didn’t get so caught up in just my own kids, which I think for most parents is what it’s like.’


Parenting can reinforce a child’s development in sport – but it can also undermine it. ‘The whole triangle between the parent, the athlete or the child, and the coach – it has to be a three-way thing,’ Judy said. For instance, a coach trying to imbue a child with resilience is undermined ‘if the kid is then being spoiled at home and treated like a little princess or prince … It’s really important that the parents understand their role.’


The parents of budding athletes need to support the athlete, manage themselves and their wellbeing, and deal with the wider interactions in youth sport with other parents, coaches and administrators.27 ‘Parents need to develop and use effectively a range of intrapersonal, interpersonal, and organisational skills in order to best support their child,’ explained Chris Harwood, a sports psychologist from Loughborough University.







Different jobs: parenting and training


Coaches often grumble about the need to create academies for the parents of prodigies, not just the children themselves. At the start of each intake of French football’s famous Clairefontaine academy, there is a special address to parents. ‘I have a meeting with all of the parents, and I say I do my job, and you do your job,’ said Christian Bassila, the director of Clairefontaine. ‘What is your job? Just to be parents, to be normal parents. Just stay parents, and it would be perfect.’


Bassila loathes parents who prematurely hype up their children. ‘One father called me and said, “I have some journalist who wants to write an article about my son. Is it possible?” In my head I say “unbelievable”. Your son is 14 years old. These parents dream too much. He cannot understand now, but it will have a big impact.’


Some children arrive at Clairefontaine with parents carrying ‘everything’ for them. With such special treatment ‘you don’t give them good values’, Bassila reflected. ‘Just take care of your son like a normal parent. Don’t think, “Oh, my son is a very good football player.”’


‘The parents can be your secret weapon as a coach if you get them on side,’ Judy Murray observed. ‘They can really help you to develop the child as a professional – bringing a good attitude, being a great competitor, packing their own bag, getting their own snacks at the supermarket – understanding what their sport is about.’ Travelling for junior tournaments, Judy readily encounters children who break strings in their rackets. When she tells them to get the racket restrung, they say, “My mum always gets it done for me. I’ll call my mum. My mum will know.” And I’m like, “It’s not your mum’s racket, it’s your racket.”’


Dave Collins, a sports psychologist, analysed what separated super champions – those with over 50 international caps or five or more world championship medals – from ‘almosts’, those who excelled at youth level but didn’t make it beyond the second division or win any medals as an adult. The parents of ‘almosts’ seem far more consumed by their child’s nascent sporting career.8


‘Super champs would come home from school at 13, they’d just been training. Mum or Dad would go “How was that? Good. Now go and do your homework,”’ Collins said. ‘The mums and dads of the “almosts” were on the phone saying, “Why isn’t my little soldier playing centre-forward?” “Let’s get him some extra this, let’s get him some extra that.”’


‘I see more helicopter parenting than I’ve ever seen before,’ Judy Murray reflected. ‘But it doesn’t help you to produce fighters, competitors, warriors on the sports field if the parents are doing everything.


‘You can’t try and solve all your kid’s problems – you can’t protect them from everything. And that’s actually bad for their chance of going on to become a top athlete.’


Unusually, the Murray brothers did not just both reach number one in the tennis rankings, they also reached the summit in completely different ways: Andy, a right-handed singles player renowned for his backcourt play, and Jamie, a left-handed doubles player who dominates the net.


‘We’ve got a lefty, a righty, a singles player, a doubles player, one who loves all the flashy stuff around the net and the other one who runs around the baseline, never say die,’ Judy said. ‘They’re completely different, but their game styles reflect their physicality and their personalities. And so they went completely different paths in tennis but they both ended up at the top of the game in different ways.


‘It would have been much easier if they had gone down the same path,’ she laughed. ‘It shows you the importance of one size doesn’t fit all.’
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Location, location, location




Why mid-sized towns produce the most champions and the school that won more Olympic gold medals than Mexico: how school, town and country matter for budding athletes




‘I used to say when you’re a baby you were held by the heels and dipped into the murky rivers of the Murrumbidgee like Achilles … We had a combination of a town and rural existence.’


Australian cricketer Geoff Lawson, one of the many elite athletes to come from the town of Wagga Wagga in Australia





 


One school in the UK has produced an Olympic athlete in every summer games since 1956. Normally, a lot more than one – 26 pupils from Millfield School competed in the Summer Olympics between 2008 and 2016. In the 2016 Games, eight Olympians attended Millfield – more than the entire number of athletes representing Pakistan.1 These Old Millfieldians won one gold and three silver medals between them – the same as Turkey. In the 2012 Games, ex-Millfield pupils won more gold medals than Mexico, India, Egypt and Belgium … combined.


Not that Millfield, nestled in rustic Somerset, solely serves as a training ground for future Olympians. Rugby players to emerge out of the school include: Wales legend Gareth Edwards, considered one of the greatest players ever; Chris Robshaw, England’s captain at the 2015 World Cup; and prop Mako Vunipola, one of England’s current stars. Four Old Millfieldians have played international cricket for England since 2000. In 2019, former Millfield pupil Tyrone Mings debuted for the England national football team.










An epicentre of sporting excellence


On a crisp December morning at the end of 2019, several hundred Millfield pupils, and a smattering of parents, crowd around the school’s main rugby pitch to watch their annual game with Sedbergh, a private school in Cumbria which is an historic rival. For Millfield, this is one of the biggest days of the school year.


Based on the quality of players across the two sides, this match may well be the best game of schoolboy rugby in England this year. Both teams field four England, Scotland or Wales U-18 internationals. Sedbergh enters the game on a remarkable 46-man unbeaten run, but, buoyed by the boisterous chanting of their watching school friends, Millfield takes an early lead which they do not relinquish. This match is the showpiece event of the nine fixtures between Millfield and Sedbergh in men’s rugby and girls’ hockey on the day. The ritual is repeated at the same time each year.


That Millfield is able to host such a day attests to the school’s extraordinary facilities: the first, and most obvious, explanation for the school’s record of producing elite athletes. The school offers pupils 27 different sports, many of which use facilities that would be the envy of professional teams. To go with the three golf courses on site, the indoor golf centre includes six nets, an 81-square-metre putting green and a bespoke monitor that records the angle and speed of strokes. The indoor cricket centre offers a 4G grass area – fielders can dive indoors just as they would when fielding on grass – and nets that replicate conditions in Australia and India, helping players become accustomed to adapting.


The school employs 44 full-time sports coaches – including five who either competed or coached in the Olympic Games – supplemented by everything from psychologists to nutritionists and physiotherapists. The number of coaches allows training to be tailored to each individual’s needs, a theme repeatedly mentioned by the school’s most promising young athletes.


‘It’s very bespoke,’ said Jami Schlueter, a 17-year-old aspiring Olympian in decathlon. ‘There’s a long-term plan, and Millfield support you the whole way through.’ With his coach at the start of each year, ‘we set our goals at the start of the season, we break them down into our process targets, then we break them down to how we’re going to achieve the processes, how we can test them – and it helps keep us on track.’


Most pupils are boarders, which allows for particular flexibility in training. Schedules start as early as seven in the morning and finish as late as nine at night – enabling athletes to experiment with sessions that suit them best, as well as to get accustomed to training at unfamiliar times. The day before our interview, Lucy Matthews, a 17-year-old aspiring Olympian in hurdles, had an upper-body gym session at seven thirty in the morning, a personal gym session (when no more than four students train with a coach) during a free period, and then another gym session with the athletics squad after school finished at four o’clock. The schedule is intensive – 12–14 hours per week – but having facilities on site allows training sessions to be shorter and more focused, and spaced out during a day, so that athletes have a chance to recover between sessions. In netball, players normally have a court or gym session during the day and then full training from seven to nine at night.


The individualized attention coaches give extends to managing athletes’ workloads meticulously. ‘You have ready access to all of these facilities – it is quite easy to train too much,’ Lucy said. ‘I think the coaches recognize that, and they are really good at just holding you back when it is responsible to do so to make sure that you don’t push it too far, to an injury.’ The school manages all students’ schedules to ensure they have a rest day a week.


During the sessions, coaches create a culture of players taking ownership for their own sport. At the start of the year, the coaches and athletes discuss their goals and how these may be achieved. Lucy’s goal, for instance, is to win the world junior championships in hurdling. Al Richardson, Millfield’s director of athletics, then set about challenging her about how to achieve these goals. He recounted their conversation.


‘OK, so what time is it going to take? Homework piece number one. Anybody else who ran 12.8 seconds for 100 hurdles? What did they run for 60 hurdles? Don’t know. OK, let’s research it. So it was a little bit of task ownership, of starting to understand their sport, so they become more educated about their sport as well, and then they can start to ask the right questions.


‘You start to develop a plan from a lot of questioning, and supporting them to get to the right answers, that they are driving the answers and they are driving the questions and they’re driving their goals. Because ultimately they’re their goals.’


How sport is embedded in the fabric of the school ensures that coaches get ample time with players. ‘I’ve worked in a few schools and there aren’t many that get the access and time with the players,’ said Jenna Adamson, the head of netball. ‘It makes a massive difference.’ The abundant contact time creates ‘the opportunity to fail’ and then learn from these experiences, Richardson said.


It is not just that there is so much time; the time is structured in an optimal way to facilitate learning. At many schools, sport happens in a big block. The on-site facilities enable much of Millfield’s coaching to take place in blocks of 45 minutes. ‘The structure of the school allows us to coach little and often,’ explained Richardson. ‘More frequent, very small training blocks of high-quality work’. The facilities also allow children to play their preferred sports all year round – for instance, playing cricket in the nets during winter.







‘Communities of practice’


Children who have moved from other schools to Millfield say that it is not only the facilities and coaching that help them improve but the power of internal competition. ‘For the netball first team, there’s quite a lot of defenders – which is the position I play – and it drives you to try and be better to just be on the team,’ said Sophie Hamilton, a netball prodigy who was 15 when interviewed. ‘At my old school there wasn’t much competition, so there wasn’t much drive to get a lot better.


‘I’ve got structure, and I’ve got balance to my life, and as a result my academics and sport, neither one of them have to be compromised. I really feel that I can fulfil my potential in both areas of my life, and that’s really important to me. So I’m much better off.’


Being around other aspiring athletes can create a culture that maximizes the prospects of any one of those athletes becoming elite. Such ‘communities of practice’ are pivotal in creating positive learning environments in sport, research from Diane Culver and Pierre Trudel, two academics at the University of Ottawa, has shown.2 Such communities present substantive opportunities for informal and incidental learning outside of the traditional classroom setting, enabling athletes to learn from one another and improve at an accelerated rate.


‘It’s a bit of a hothouse approach,’ said Mark Garraway, the school’s director of cricket. ‘You have elite cricketers, athletes, netball players, hockey players, swimmers, in the same houses, the same classes, the same social spaces.’


One aspiring athlete doesn’t know what the competition does, or where they need to be in their sport. But a coterie of aspiring athletes – as there invariably is at Millfield – can always turn to each other to understand what the competition is doing. This sense of community, in turn, motivates them further, and means they cannot cruise to remain at the apex of their sport in the school.


‘Competition helps me to become a better athlete,’ explained Jami Schlueter, the aspiring decathlete. ‘I train with lots of individual eventers, and I kind of see how they go about doing their individual events and what I can learn from them. Especially when it comes to something like 400 metre training – where you have to find something really deep within yourself to push hard – that’s where I look at my partners and I see them speed up in the sessions, or really start pushing themselves, and they encourage me to do better.’


Aspiring athletes can also use each other for support. ‘Lucy’s had success internationally – I’d ask her lots of questions about what it’s like being on the international stage, what it’s like standing in front of the line. So when it actually comes to your day, and you’re representing your country, you’ve kind of been told how it happens, how you behave, and it makes it seem less daunting. And especially being at a school like Millfield where our coaches, athletes, your training partners, your best friends, most of them have been at that kind of level. You’re able to kind of learn from them.’


Success is self-perpetuating. From 2014 to 2019, 11 Millfield boys played U-19 cricket for England. As well as the internal competition, such a conveyor-belt of talent creates a constant dialogue between the school and professional teams, eager to ensure that they do not overlook any talent. These links mean that promising athletes at Millfield will generally get more chances to impress watching academy coaches, who regularly attend their games.


For these children, the notion of being a leading Olympian feels attainable, not some preposterous dream. That, in turn, encourages children to work harder to try to make it happen. ‘Ambitious goals feel achievable here, and that’s very empowering,’ Lucy observed, declaring her ambitions to be Olympic champion and break the world record.


Millfield is an extreme example of the benefits of children going to leading sports schools; it has a fair claim to boasting the best combination of sports facilities and coaching of any school in the world. Going to the right school can profoundly transform a child’s chances of becoming an elite athlete.


In the UK, around 7 per cent of the population attend private school. Yet, in 2016, 31 per cent of Team GB’s Olympians attended private schools, according to the educational charity Sutton Trust.3 Team GB came second in the medals table in Rio 2016, even with a team whose socioeconomic backgrounds were wholly unrepresentative of the nation as a whole.


The advantage of going to the right school is mirrored across other sports. All told, 55 per cent of players in the England rugby squad who reached the 2019 World Cup final attended private schools. This shows the extraordinary advantage of going to the right school – though some players had sports scholarships, covering some or all of their school fees.3


Similar dynamics are observed in other countries. Auckland Grammar School, the school that has produced more New Zealand rugby players than anywhere else, is a state school, but housing in the school’s catchment area is notoriously expensive. In Australia, children who attend private schools are four times more likely to go on to play professional Australia rules football.4 The resources devoted to school sport at private schools generally far exceed those in the state system, heightening children’s chances of becoming elite athletes.5, 6


In all these sports, the opportunity to attend a private school – sometimes through scholarships, but overwhelmingly thanks to their family’s wealth, with only 1 per cent of students at UK private schools having a full bursary or scholarship – transformed their prospects of becoming elite athletes. This fact is an instance of sport mirroring life: 65 per cent of senior judges, 52 per cent of diplomats and 48 per cent of British FTSE 350 CEOs attended private schools.3


In sport, the advantage is not uniform. In football, Britain’s national sport – and, due to its popularity and the ease of playing, the one with the fewest barriers to entry – those from private schools are actually underrepresented in the professional game.7 The same is true of professional footballers from Europe and South America and basketball players from the US.8


But in most sports, Millfield’s advantage is two-pronged. For young aspiring British athletes, there is nowhere better to go to school to develop their talent. And there is nowhere better to go to ensure that whatever talent they have doesn’t get missed.







Something in the water


Wagga Wagga, nestled in the Riverina region of New South Wales, is a sort of Australian Everytown. It is a mid-sized country city, with a population around 50,000, and equidistant between Melbourne and Sydney.


The local maxim has it that at precisely five o’clock each day, a wave flushes a secret nutrient into the Murrumbidgee River that flows through the city. This is how some locals explain Wagga Wagga’s extraordinary propensity to produce elite athletes. Wagga Wagga has developed leading sportsmen and women across Australian rules football, rugby league, rugby union, golf, football, hockey and even triathlon. For a period in the 1990s, both Australia’s Test match opening batsmen, Michael Slater and the captain, Mark Taylor, had grown up in Wagga Wagga. While Millfield illustrates the importance of where a child goes to school, Wagga Wagga shows the importance of another crucial factor in an athlete’s journey: the type of area in which they grow up.


‘I used to say when you’re a baby you were held by the heels and dipped into the murky rivers of the Murrumbidgee like Achilles,’ joked Geoff Lawson, who played 46 Test matches for Australia throughout the 1980s. Rather than the five o’clock wave, the real reasons for Wagga’s sporting success are a little more prosaic. ‘We had a combination of a town and rural existence.’ For young athletes, Wagga Wagga combined both the best aspects of town and country life.


‘Sport was a big part of what you did,’ Lawson recalled. ‘All the schools had major sporting teams, you had a strong school competition, you had a strong club competition, and we had lots of great teachers and mentors. Young people got exposed to excellent conditions to play, whether that was rugby league, Australian rules, rugby union, softball, football, basketball, all those sorts of things.’


In Australia, the Barassi Line divides the country in half: the north-east, including Sydney, where rugby league is the dominant football code, and the rest of the country, including Melbourne, where Australian rules is most popular. Wagga Wagga lies almost exactly on this line; many children play both rugby codes in winter – one on a Saturday and one on a Sunday. Such children may play more sport overall, increasing their athleticism and fitness. The most talented might also have a chance of making it as a professional in either rugby league or Australian rules, rather than just one – increasing their overall prospects of becoming a professional athlete. As the town plays both rugby league and Australian rules, children can find the sport that best aligns with their talent and interests. Wagga Wagga has produced both an abundance of Australian rules stars, including Paul Kelly – the former winner of the Brownlow Medal for the league’s best player – and leading rugby league players, like the four Mortimer brothers – three of them played in grand finals, and two for Australia.


As Wagga Wagga is halfway between Melbourne and Sydney – about five hours from each, and only two and a half from Canberra – scouts from all three cities can attend matches easily. ‘Not all mid-sized cities are the same,’ said David Hancock from the Memorial University of Newfoundland. ‘It appears that there might be a connection to distance from next largest city. Wagga Wagga is in an ideal location to have the benefits of a smaller community, but maintain a reasonable proximity to larger cities.’9


Steve Mortimer, the eldest of the Mortimer children, was born in Sydney, where he spent his first years. When he was five, he was diagnosed with asthma. ‘The doctor said to Mum and Dad, “Get him out of Sydney, go to a rural region and he’ll enjoy it a lot more – as will the brothers.”’


The doctor was right. In Wagga Wagga the Mortimer brothers embraced the rural lifestyle, playing sport incessantly. ‘It was just fantastic,’ Steve recalled. ‘We all played together.’ Their father started a rugby league club. If he was not playing there, Steve was probably either playing cricket – his other great sporting love as a child – or tennis or doing short-distance athletics sprinting.


While Wagga Wagga has specific peculiarities, it is a microcosm of the small-town effect in sport. In Australia, Ballarat and Bendigo, in Victoria, and MacKay, in Queensland, are similar large country towns where the Wagga effect applies. These are all regional cities, with populations between 30,000 and 100,000, noted Damien Farrow, a sports scientist who previously worked at the Australia Institute of Sport. ‘The Wagga Wagga effect is just the term that’s been popularized here in Australia to describe the type of city where all those psychosocial factors come into play and produce elite sporting talent. Because they’re that size, they’ve all got really good infrastructure – but you can get access to it. So it’s not like a city where it’s overcrowded. And there’s enough elite coaches for the talent, and they can access them as they progress.’







Mid-sized hits the spot


In an age when big cities are resented for hoovering up the best opportunities and talent across society, smaller towns and cities actually produce a disproportionate number of elite athletes, and the biggest cities are underrepresented. In the UK, towns with a population of 10,000–30,000 produce a disproportionate number of male and female athletes compared with cities of over 500,000. In Germany, Olympians are overrepresented in areas with a population of 30,000–99,999.10


The same rule holds true across myriad sports in North America. Staggeringly, while only 1.1 per cent of the US population live in towns with 50,000–99,000 residents, 10–17 per cent of men’s professional American football, baseball, men’s basketball and men’s golf players come from such towns. So, a boy born in a town with a population of between 50,000 and 99,000 has around 15 times more chance of becoming a professional athlete than the average child. In the USA, female professional football players born in cities with a population of fewer than 1,000,000 are overrepresented, as are female professional golfers born in cities with a population of fewer than 250,000.


A ‘mid-sized city’ is relative to a country’s population – what is mid-sized in Finland is quite different from mid-sized in China. So Chinese cities in which athletes might benefit from a mid-sized effect would be too large for athletes to benefit from the effect in, say, Finland, explained Hancock.11


For burgeoning athletes, mid-sized towns are a sweet spot. They are big enough for children to be exposed to a good quality of competition and sporting infrastructure of a sort that is lacking in the very smallest communities; in Canada and Germany, Olympians are significantly underrepresented from areas with a population under 10,000.11 But mid-sized towns are also small enough to ensure ease of access to facilities and sports clubs without too much travel – children can spend more time playing sport and less time being ferried between fixtures.


Wagga Wagga had the particular advantage of being bigger than surrounding towns – meaning that the best children from nearby towns would often come to play sport, boosting the standard, but those who grew up in Wagga Wagga seldom needed to travel elsewhere to play. ‘The good thing about Wagga is we were probably the biggest town in the Riverina,’ Steve Mortimer recalled. ‘There would be Aussie rules teams in some of the little towns and also rugby league in some of the other little towns. So, it was really a mix but all the boys just played sport.’


The close-knit culture of Wagga Wagga makes parents happier for their children to play informally with friends, accelerating learning. ‘It’s generally regarded as safer so adults are more likely to let their children go out and play – less adult supervision, so more street sport which we know is a useful thing for kids to be engaging in on their path to excellence,’ Farrow explained. For Mortimer, the rugby league ground was only half a mile away from the family house.


For Lawson, the nearest cricket nets were only 50 yards away. ‘I used to spend three hours after school until it got dark bowling to my mate until my mum would literally yell out “It’s dinner time”. Your parents did have much more trust in what happened in those days.’ At weekends, ‘you either went from school to sports somewhere or someone’s house or played something or your parents sent you out and said, “Don’t come back till it’s dark, or come back when it’s dinnertime.” So, you just went. Everyone knew everyone and you played all your sports.’


In the winter, Lawson played rugby league, football – soccer to the locals – hockey and some rugby union. In the summer, he played tennis, golf and squash along with cricket. On weekends, Lawson would play cricket from eight in the morning and then tennis in the evening; a local tennis club had floodlights, extending the hours when it was possible for him to play sport. ‘I’d get back at 10 o’clock.’


Because there are fewer children than in large cities, children who are not early stars, or are wrongly overlooked for junior selection, are less often discouraged from playing; instead, they benefit from continued attention, and an environment far more conducive to late developers. A study of dropout rates in youth ice hockey in Canada found that players from cities with populations greater than 500,000 were 2.9 times more likely to quit the sport in any given year. Players in cities with populations in the range of 100,000–250,000 were most likely to remain engaged for the longest amount of time, and to play for at least six consecutive years.11 Similarly, a study of Canadian swimmers found that children from cities with a population of over 500,000 were almost five times more likely to quit over a two-year period than those from towns and cities with a population between 15,000 and 500,000.12 Such mid-sized towns are simply better at keeping talent engaged for longer, giving children the best chance of achieving their sporting potential: the big-fish–little-pond effect.


Mid-sized towns are likely to have more sports teams per head of population – encouraging children to stay involved, as there is more chance of them getting in the team. There may be more pride involved in representing a place where sport is intrinsic to the identity of the area – like Wagga Wagga. In smaller areas, talent is less likely to be overlooked. A study of Irish football by Laura Finnegan found that players from Dublin, the capital city and where one-quarter of people in the Republic of Ireland live, were 25 per cent less likely to make it to an Emerging Talent Programme centre than the national average.13


In Wagga Wagga, children did not lack for opportunities. From the age of 12, Lawson would play junior cricket in the morning – and then race home, get out of his shorts and into his longer cricket trousers, so he had the right attire to play senior cricket. ‘You played where you were good enough to play. I remember being a 13-year-old playing against some seriously fast bowling. Playing against adults, you learn how to compete.


‘You learn how to figure things out against bigger, stronger people. Particularly in a sport like cricket – you need to be able to think your way through a game and use the right tactics and the various aspects of the game to succeed. You don’t have to be big in size to do that – you just have to be smart. It’s not so much the physical challenge, it’s the mental and creativity side when you play against adults. You’ve got to find a way to get it done and trying to do it every Saturday and every Sunday accelerates that learning.’


In bigger cities, where there are enough children to sustain age-group competition for longer, such advantages can be lost. ‘We put them in the pigeonhole of their age-group sports these days and they don’t get to compete against adults,’ said Lawson, who became an international cricket coach. ‘So they would tend to either fade away when they play against adults or it takes them a lot longer to mature.’


In Wagga Wagga today, a mural celebrates all the athletes that the town has produced. Children there can play cricket on a big complex with three ovals – one each named after Lawson, Taylor and Slater, the city’s three Australia Test cricketers. Mortimer Field celebrates the contribution made by the entire Mortimer family to sport in Wagga Wagga.


Steve, the most famous of the lot, mused on how the misfortune of his childhood asthma helped his family achieve sporting greatness. ‘You’re so right,’ he said when asked whether his family’s sporting triumphs might not have been possible without the asthma that led to his family uprooting to Wagga Wagga. ‘If I didn’t have asthma, it would have been different, I don’t know what would have happened there. But it was so wonderful playing sport in Wagga.’


The profound benefits of growing up in a mid-sized town are really a proxy for broader advantages. The size of the town where a young athlete grows up is not important for its own sake. It is important because small towns tend to offer the best balance of facilities, coaching, competition – enough to improve and be challenged at each stage of development, but not so much that children can’t get a game – and a culture of informal play. This is why where you grow up matters.







How your country impacts your chances of being the best


In 1905, the story goes, Norway voted to break its union with Sweden. The son of Denmark’s king was recruited to serve as monarch, and given advice by a Norwegian adventurer that, to win the hearts of his new people, he should learn to ski.14 He did. The zest for skiing in Norway today is such that there are 1,100 ski clubs in the country – one for every 5,000 people. There are 149,000 members of ski clubs, and the amount of snow means that many of these can be used for much of the year.


The deep cultural affinity for playing, and being, outside has inspired the Norwegian concept of friluftsliv – which translates as ‘open-air living’ – popularized by a Norwegian poet in the 1850s.15 These traditions continue to inform the nation’s affinity, and aptitude, for skiing and winter sports. ‘If you become a winter star, you do well in cross-country skiing or alpine skiing or biathlon, you’re sort of the king,’ said Eirik Myhr Nossum, head coach of the Norwegian men’s national team.


Russia has a population of 145 million. Canada has a population of 37 million. Both have a climate ideally suited to winter sports. Yet Norway, with a similar climate and population of only 5.3 million, has won more medals than any nation in the history of the Winter Olympics. Remarkably, it has a smaller population than any of the top 20 most successful nations in the history of the Winter Games. To become a Winter Olympic champion, there is no better country in the world in which to be born – an emblem of how the country in which someone grows up impacts their chances of becoming an elite athlete.


In Ragnhild Haga’s family home, there is a photograph of her as a tiny child. Wearing all red, she is standing up in boots, on a pair of very small children’s skis, in the garden outside her house. It is a common sight in Norway in wintertime, even if there is one particularly distinguishing feature of this particular photograph: the picture was taken when she was only 13 months old. This photo is a snapshot of the vibrant skiing culture that continually produces Olympic champions like Haga, who won gold medals in both the 10 kilometre freestyle and 4 × 5 kilometre relay in the 2018 Winter Olympics in Pyeongchang, when Norway came top of the medal table. Again.


As a child, skiing was ubiquitous in Haga’s life. Her father was a coach and passed on his enthusiasm for the sport. From as early as she could remember, Haga and her family – her parents and three younger brothers – would ski around the woods together on Sundays. ‘I had a lot of fun with my brothers, trying to keep them behind me,’ she laughed. Even ‘playing cards, everyone hated to lose’.


In Holter, the village where she grew up, there was ‘not so much to do’. The Hagas lived on a farm. ‘We could play and go skiing outside our farm,’ Ragnhild recalled. ‘That’s how Norwegian children learn to ski – we play, we practise downhills, and we do a lot of skiing.’ Ragnhild’s father used his tractor to clear land outside the house so the family could ski.


In winter, when there was enough snow, the children would sometimes ski to school. At school, Ragnhild and other children would play with skis or figure skates in the playground. From the age of 11, Ragnhild attended a ski club twice a week, and entered cross-country skiing competitions. But most of her time on the slopes was outside the club or formal competition. In Norway, there are no formal competitions for children before the age of six and no regional competitions before the age of 11. Until the age of 13, all children must receive a prize in a sports event if a prize is awarded, part of a culture that emphasizes mass participation in skiing from an early age and encouraging children to stay engaged with the sport.


‘We learned when we were playing, and we looked at each other, and maybe on television, how other good skiers did things,’ Haga recalled. ‘So it was not like organized every day, no – some was organized and some was playing.’


Haga even used to ski by herself. When she was 13, ‘I was kind of motivated, and wanted to try roller skis,’ she recalled. ‘I started roller skiing in summer outside my house on the road.’


Such broad experience skiing from a young age was essential to developing a feel for the slopes. ‘Cross-country skiing is a very technical sport. So, to get that ski feeling quite early, it’s important. It’s of course physical – you have to be fit and train a lot – but technique is something you have an advantage with if you learn very early, I think. It’s hard to learn that when you are 20.’


Early exposure to skiing, and ease of getting to the slopes, is a common thread among winter sports champions. In the USA, 75 per cent of Olympic downhill skiers in the national ski team grow up within an hour of the slopes, with the majority first skiing before the age of three.16


In Holter, there were ‘big traditions’ of skiing, Haga recalled. ‘We had some successful skiers before.’ Her uncle represented Norway in cross-country skiing. Stories of local skiers who had made it to the top made Haga’s dreams seem attainable.


‘It was good to have some idols. It seemed like a long way up there, but as a kid I had big goals. I didn’t have a goal to be in the Olympics, maybe, but I wanted to see how good I could become as a skier. So it was good to see that some had made it, and it was possible.’


Her experiences are typical of those of many young children elsewhere in Norway. Among Norwegian Olympians, those from smaller areas are overrepresented, Stig Arve Saether from the Norwegian University of Science and Technology has found.17 Such areas show similar characteristics to the mid-sized town effect observed in Wagga Wagga. They typically have few competing leisure activities to skiing, close school relationships – with teachers often coaches at sports clubs and pivotal in the athlete’s overall development – and most simply a vibrant skiing culture. This means ‘we probably select the best talents from many, many children,’ Haga said. ‘So many people in Norway try skiing and different winter sports.’


There are eight regional departments within the Norwegian Olympic Sport Centre, so athletes throughout the country can benefit from both the expertise of qualified coaches and insights from sports science work that the Norwegian Olympic Sport Centre undertakes in collaboration with universities. The creation of the Olympiatoppen, which is responsible for training elite athletes, in 1988, introduced a more scientific approach to developing athletes.


‘There is a culture in Norway, within winter sports, to exercise a lot with optimal quality, and you can find “cultural architects” – athletes who are at the international top level in their sports – in all winter sports,’ explained Frode Moen from the Centre for Elite Sports Research at the Norwegian University of Science and Technology. ‘Coaches and young athletes can observe what they do, compete against them, ask them questions about how to achieve different qualities, study them and so on.’


In some ways like Millfield, the sheer number of elite skiers in Norway is self-perpetuating. The competition between skiers is so ferocious that it drives them on to greater heights.


A year before the 2018 Winter Olympics, the Nordic World Ski Championships took place in Lahti. Haga qualified for only one event in the tournament, and did not come in the top three in that one – she finished fourth in the 30 kilometre freestyle, below three other Norwegians.


‘When I started training for the 2018 season, my biggest motivation was to qualify for the Norwegian team in more races in the Olympics. I was so fed up with being outside the team in a championship. I was extra focused on my technique training, my nutrition and physical training that year.’


Without this extra internal competition, Haga believes that she would not have been spurred on to achieve double Olympic gold. The Norwegian culture does not just excel at producing fine skiers; the competition within it is also uniquely well suited to convert talent into medals.


‘When I saw how my teammates trained more and probably smarter than me, and beat me in Lahti, I got really motivated to not only copy them but to do things even better. It was a bit all or nothing towards the Olympics. I don’t think I would have improved so much after Lahti if I couldn’t learn from the best in training camps or if I was the best in the team.


‘The hard competition in the Norwegian team makes us better as a nation in championships.’


Even for a child going to Millfield, playing rugby league in Wagga Wagga or skiing in rural Norway, the odds of becoming an elite athlete are minute. Growing up somewhere with a culture for sport, an opportunity for abundant play and a system for identifying and nurturing the most talented is no guarantee of winning the sporting lottery – but it does buy a child a lot more tickets.
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