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Aim 

• To examine skill level differences in patterns of 

participation in organised sports within a large, diverse 

sample of athletes 



Participants 

• 193 athletes 

– 33 sports 

– 18-35 years 

– Male and Female 

– Australian and Canadian 

 

• 3 skill levels 

– Elite: Open international level 

– Pre-elite: Open national / junior international level 

– Non-elite: Open provincial / junior national level or below 

 



Procedures 

Developmental History of Athletes Questionnaire (DHAQ) 
 

• Identify all organised sports 

– ‘Sporting activities for which you had regular practice sessions 

under the formal supervision of a coach or adult’ 

 

• For each organised sport: 

– Ages of participation 

– Hours / week + months / year → hours / year 

– Highest level of competition 



Statistical analysis 

• Categorical variables 

– Pearson chi-square tests for independence 

• Monte Carlo method (p ≤ .05) 

• Adjusted standardized residuals ( ≥ 2.0) 
 

• Continuous variables 

– One-way ANOVAs 

• Tukey’s HSD post-hoc tests (p ≤ .05) 

• Violation of Levene’s test for homogeneity of variance 

– Welch’s F 

– Games-Howell post-hoc tests (p ≤ .05) 

 



Jim Thorpe 
1912 Olympic gold medalist – pentathlon and decathlon 

Professional football player  - 13 years 
Professional baseball player - 7 years 

Professional basketball player - 2 years 

Results 



Participation in other sports before age 18 



Number of other sports 



Cumulative hours of other sports 



Elite = 1,115 

(0 – 7,716) 

Pre Elite = 1,088 

(0 – 4,571) 

(0 – 7,447) 

Non elite = 731 

Cumulative hours of other sports 



Highest level of competition reached for other 

organised sports before age 18 



Percentage of athletes who specialised before age 18 



Discussion 

• Elite athletes were not more or less likely to participate in 

other sports before age 18 than lesser skilled athletes 
 

• Elite athletes did not participate in more or less sports 

before age 18 than lesser skilled athletes, but were more 

likely to participate in other sports at higher levels 
 

• Elite athletes did not participate in more hours of other 

sports before age 18 than lesser skilled athletes 
 

• Elite athletes were more likely to have specialised before 

age 18, but did not do so earlier or later than lesser skilled 

athletes who had also specialised 

 



Practical implications 

• Neither early specialisation or diversification were strongly 

associated with sport expertise 

– Large variability in patterns of participation 

– While diversification may be associated with healthy child 

development, it may not be a prerequisite for sport expertise 
 

• Elite athletes were often participating in other sports at high 

levels 

– Skill transfer? 

– Innate ability? 
 

• Need to consider sport-based differences 
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