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he introduction of the IAAF World
Youth Championships (WYC) for
athletes under 18 was preceded by

intense discussions in the athletics world. It
was unquestioned that the goal for athletes

should be to achieve their peak perform-
ances in adulthood rather than adolescence.
However, supporters of the WYC believed
the event would be a significant stimulus
for timely, systematic and goal-oriented
training while opponents argued there were
dangers that young athletes would be led to
specialise too early and that highly specific
training means would be applied, leading to
early stagnation in performance and/or
injury-induced drop-outs before the ath-
letes reached the ideal high-performance
age.

Positions in the debate were closely con-
nected with understanding of the concept of
“talent”. This concept has been defined by
numerous authors (CARL, 2003; OCH, 1997;
SINGER, 1981). In his definition, JOCH says,
among other things, that an especially tal-
ented athlete achieves performance results
that are above the average performances of
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The introduction of the IAAF World
Youth Championships (WYC) was
preceded by debate about the dan-
gers that young athletes would be
led to specialise too early and that
highly specific training would be
applied, leading to early stagnation
in performance and/or injury-
induced drop-outs. The aim of this
study was to provide empirical data
to inform both sides of the discus-
sion and elevate it from an ex-
change of unsupported statements.
A detailed analysis was made of the
performance development of the
finalists (n= 266) at the first WYC,
which took place in 1999. It was
found, among other things, that
90% of the group studied contin-
ued to improve in the subsequent
years and 88% made the world top
100 in their best disciplines. The
authors concluded that as 21% of
the group qualified for the IAAF
World Championships in Athletics
and/or the Olympic Games
between 2000 and 2004, there is
no basis on this point for rejecting
international youth championships
as a valuable element of the world
competition calendar.
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his age group. When asked for talent criteria,
several authors mention early conspicuous
performances (JOCH, 1997). These state-
ments, however, lack substantiation. This
leads to the questions of how and to what
extent talented athletes must stand out from
the rest in order to have a chance to reach
world-class in adulthood. It must also be con-
sidered that it is only with increasing age that
performances can be used as talent indica-
tors, because then they must get closer and
closer to the performances of adult athletes
(CARL, 1988; HOHMANN, CARL, 2002;
KILLING et al., 2005; SCHNABEL, et al., 1997).

In the dynamic component of JOCH’s talent
definition, the processes of change are men-
tioned, by which, of course, performance
increases are meant (JOCH, 1997). A high
speed of development is demanded (CARL,
2003; JOCH, 1997; KILLING, 2005; KUPPER,
1999). But how great must these performance
increases really be in order to get to world-
class?

A study based on the biographies of a mul-
titude of international top-level athletes
arrived at the result that 70% of the medal-
lists at continental and world championships
had already been among the medal winners at
junior championships. The study concluded
that top-level athletes who were successful
at the youth or junior level could also have a
long and successful career at senior level.
However, it is always possible that athletes
can become top stars without having reached
the top level in the youth or junior age groups
(ZELICHENOK, 2005).

The first quantitative results in this discus-
sion came from a study by OTTE (2002), who
examined the careers of the finalists of World
Junior Championships (WJC). OTTE followed
the athletic development of 835 WJC finalists
(male) from 1986-1996 until 2002. 64% of
these athletes showed further performance
development and 26% reached the finals at
the World Championships and/or Olympic
Games.

The aim of this study is to extend OTTE’s

approach to the youth age group and to sup-
port the discussion outlined at the beginning
with empirical data so that the debate is ele-
vated from an exchange of statements of
unsupported beliefs.

Subjects of the study

The study focuses on the finalists of the
first IAAF World Youth Championships,
which took place in Bydgoszcz, Poland in
1999, as examples of early-detected talents
in the youth age group (at that time 17
years old or younger). The performance
development of these athletes until the year
2004 is described and possible distinctive
features are identified. This is done on the
basis of the respective best performances
and rankings in the annual world lists
(AWL). Results at international champi-
onships in the junior and adult categories
were also considered. We examined how
many athletes actually exhibited an
increase in performance, how fast that
development took place and to what extent
this was accompanied by a rise to absolute
world-class level, how stable the perform-
ance was and how marked were the deficits
as compared to world-class athletes. Apart
from the general examination, the develop-
ment in the individual subgroups is also
studied. This means that the athletes were
examined and compared from a variety of
perspectives in order to filter out possible
differences between event groups, athletes
who switched or did not switch events,
ranking groups, continents and sexes.

Data collection

The best annual performances and the
respective rankings in the AWL come from
the statistics pages of JALAVA
(www.tilastopaja.net, 28.12.2004). Depend-
ing on the event, the lists include the 300
and sometimes even more than the 1,000
best performers in each event. If possible,
missing data was supplemented from the
continental or national lists
(www.iaaf.org/links, 01.12.2004) and includ-
ed at the respective place in the AWL. For
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hand-timed results we added 0.24 sec for
distances up to 200 m and 0.14 sec for all
longer distances, values which are generally
used in athletics (www.stlv.at/bestlist/E-
BestListe_ hist.htm, 23.06.2005). If seasonal
bests could not be found, the results of
international championships were used in
order to make the data collection as com-
plete as possible. The results of the IAAF
World Championships in Athletics (WCA) or
IAAF World Junior Championships (WJC)
were taken from the result lists of the IAAF
(www.iaaf.org, 01.12.2004). In the case of
the Olympic Games, the results come from
the organisers (www.athens2004.com) or
from specialist magazines (Leichtathletik).

If an athlete was listed for several events,
only the data of the best event was picked
out in order to avoid an immoderate
weighting. In such cases, the best event was
regarded as the one with the best ranking in
the AWL in 2004. In the international cham-
pionships, too, the best place counted. In
some events, when getting to the senior
level, the height of the hurdles, running dis-
tances or weights change. If in these cases
the athletes had already delivered a per-
formance under senior conditions in 1999,
this performance was used as the base per-
formance.

At the WYC there were 35 such decisions in
individual events (from 281 participants). If
an athlete had taken part in several finals, the
criteria described above were applied. This led
to a reduction of the sample to 266 athletes.
Depending on the data available and the
respective formulation of the question, this
number decreased even further.

Analysis criteria

The study deals with a number of questions
that were asked to elaborate and interpret the
development of the athletes:

1. How many athletes were listed in the
AWL in the years following the WYC?

2. How often did the athletes place in the
AWL/top 100 of the AWL/top 50 of the
AWL/top 10 of the AWL?

3. When did the athletes place in the AWL
/top 100 of the AWL/top 50 of the
AWL/top 10 of the AWL for the first
time?

4. When did the athletes achieve their best
performance in the following years?

5. How many athletes could improve in the
course of the following years?

6. What was the average rank of the ath-
letes on the AWL in the respective fol-
lowing years and how great was the
resulting improvement?

7. How great was their average improve-
ment in performance in the individual
following years as compared to 1999?

8. How great was the average performance
deficit as compared to place 100/place
50/place 10 in the individual following
years?

9. How many athletes took part in the
major championships (World Junior
Championships, World Championships
in Athletics, Olympic Games) in the fol-
lowing years and how did they perform?

Under question 1 it will be shown how
many athletes continued their performance-
sport career at a high level and thus contin-
ued trying to reach world-class.

The second question is whether in the fol-
lowing years the athletes were successful in
working towards world-class by reaching a
place among the top 100 (= extended world-
class), top 50 athletes (= world-class) and top
10 (= absolute world-class). This division is
also used with questions 3-9. The average
duration of stay in the individual performance
categories was regarded as the criterion of
performance stability.

Question 3 deals with the time taken to
reach a certain level of performance as a
measure of the speed of development. In this
case, only those athletes who were successful
in reaching the respective level of perform-
ance can be considered as the population to
be studied. 

Question 4 deals with the time taken to
achieve the best performance during the
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years following the WYC. The aim is to gain
knowledge about the speed of development
and hints for potential further possibilities of
improvement.

Question 5 tries to find out how many ath-
letes managed to succeed. Firstly, this is done
using the AWL rankings, secondly using the
best performance of the years following the
WYC as related to the basic performance in
the year of the WYC. Depending on the data,
the number of individuals examined varies.

In the sixth question, the development of
the performance level is observed by using the
ranking in the AWL. This is also done in ques-
tion 7 by looking at the performance increase
as compared to the basic performance during
the respective following years. 

Question 8 deals with how far away the
athletes are from the performance levels
mentioned above in the individual following
years. This means that for answering these
questions only those athletes who delivered
performances in these years could be used for
the respective years.

Finally, question 9 shows whether and how
the participants in the WYC presented them-
selves at major championships at the junior
and senior level.

Apart from presenting a general view, the
study also divides the athletes into different
subgroups, to which the analysis criteria were
also applied in order to enable comparisons:

General development:
All finalists

Event groups:
Sprint (short and long sprint), hurdles, run-
ning events (middle- and long- distance/
steeplechase), jumps, throws, walking

Switching of event:
Non-switchers, event-switchers A (because of
changes of distance, hurdle heights or throw-
ing weights as compared to the youth area),
event-switchers B (real switchers)

Sex:
Male, female

Continents:
Africa, Asia, Australia, Caribbean, South
America, North America, Eastern Europe,
Western Europe

Place groups:
Medallists, finalists (places 4 to 8)

Statistical evaluation

The data collected was put through a sta-
tistical analysis. Where comparisons between
groups were conducted, the limit of signifi-
cance was set at an error probability of
p=5%. If there were significant differences
between the subgroups, they are indicated in
the text.

Results of the study

The following summary is based on the
questions mentioned above and shows the
results of the total group. Results of the par-
tial groups are only listed when they deviate
from the total trend. All results are included
in the thesis by GRUND (2005).

General development

1 Ranking in the AWL
in the following years

As can be seen from Figure 1, there was
a slow but continuous increase in the num-
ber of athletes who made the AWL - from
58.3% in 1999 (the year of the WYC) to
67.7% in 2003. Only in the last year under
consideration was there a reduction of the
percentage to 62.8%. However, this value
is still above the initial values from the
year of the WYC. The mean value is also
somewhat higher (63.5%). If the number of
athletes who could place at least once in
the years following the WYC is considered,
it turns out that the percentage has signif-
icantly increased from 58.3% in 1999 to
88.7%.
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Figure 1: Ranking in the Annual World List (general)

Figure 2: Frequency of rankings in the Annual World List /among the top 100/top 50/top 10 (general)

Sample Size n=266

Sample Size n=266

2 Frequency and duration
of stay in the AWL (by category)

88.7% of the finalists of the 1999 WYC are
also represented in the AWL in the following
years. Only at the higher performance level

does it becomes more difficult: Although more
than half of the athletes (51.5%) reached a
place in the extended world class, not even a
third (31.2%) were among the top 50 (world
class) and only 9.4% could place themselves
among the top 10 (absolute world class).



So far, the athletes succeeded in placing
themselves in the AWL within 3.2 years fol-
lowing the WYC. For a period of 1.5 years,
they established themselves in the extended
world class. The average athlete managed to
stay in the top 50 for a period somewhat
shorter than one year (0.8 years). For only 0.2
years did he or she belong to the top 10.

3 First appearance in the AWL/among
the top 100 / top 50 / top 10

On average, the finalists appeared in the
AWL relatively fast, i. e. after only 1.6 years
following the WYC. This was the case with
236 of the 266 finalists. It took them about
one further year (i. e. 2.5 years altogether) to
reach the extended world class (n=137). After
2.9 years the first athletes reached the top 50
(n=83). The athletes who reached the top 10
(n=25) managed to do so after 3.5 years on
average.

4 Mean time taken for
achieving a personal best

The 240 athletes who continued to deliver
top-level performances after the WYC took 3.4
years on average to achieve their personal best
performance after the year of the WYC.

5 Changes as compared to 1999

The study of the young athletes shows that
a very great percentage could improve as
compared to 1999. This applies to both the
AWL rankings (n=142) and the performances
(n=177). Expressed in percentages, 90.1% of
the athletes achieved a better position on the
AWL, whereas 89.8% of the athletes improved
their performance.

6 Average AWL ranking

As can be seen from Table 1, the average
ranking improved from year to year. Starting
from an average place of 264.2, the WYC
finalists reached an average rank of 130.9 in
the year 2004, which means an improvement
of 50.5%. The increase during the two first
years after the WYC was much more marked
than in the years following (jumps of about
50 places in each case). The average top rank-
ing is 131.2, which is only insignificantly
higher than the value in 2004.

7 Mean percentage
performance increase

The greatest performance improvement can
be seen in the first year after the WYC. Here
the performance improved by 2.3%. After
this, there were only smaller increases (0.6-
1.1%) compared to the initial level. In 2004
the athletes eventually reached their current
performance peak, which means an increase
of 5.9%. The difference to their previous per-
sonal best is at a similar level: 6.0% compared
to the values from the year of the WYC.

8 Average performance deficit as
compared to the AWL categories

As can be seen from Table 2, the average
performance deficit related to place 100 of
the AWL reduced from year to year. While the
difference in the initial year was 4.3%, the
seasonal bests of the athletes in 2004 were
0.5% better than the level that was necessary
to rank in the extended world class. While
during the first three years after the WYC the
difference reduced between 1.5% (from the
second to the third year after the WYC) and

Figure 3: Average duration of stay in the Annual World List/among the top 100/top 50/top 10 (general)
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0.9%, the performance improvement during
the last two years of the observation period
was less marked.

There was also a continuous decrease in the
performance deficit related to place 50. While
at the beginning the difference was still 6.8%,
it was only 2.2% at the end of the observation
period. The greatest leap in performance com-
pared to the performances of place 50 of the
AWL can be seen from the first to the second
year after the WYC. Here the deficit decreased

by 1.5%. The smallest improvement as com-
pared to the level of the previous year was
achieved in 2003. In that year the deficit only
reduced by 0.5%.

The comparison with place 10 of the respec-
tive AWL (absolute world class) shows a similar
picture. Over the observation period, the deficit
decreased from 10.5% to 5.9%. Each year it
decreased by 0.9-1.1 percentage points. Only
between the third and the fourth year after the
WYC was there a small increase of 0.6%.
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Figure 4: First appearance in the Annual World List/among the top 100/top 50/top 10

All finalists

average ranking in the WAL 99 264.2
average ranking in the WAL 00 217.3
average ranking in the WAL 01 167.8
average ranking in the WAL 02 157.9
average ranking in the WAL 03 145.3
average ranking in the WAL 04 130.9
average top ranking from 2000 on ward 131.2

Table 1: Average ranking in the Annual World List (general)



9 Success in major championships

As can be seen from Table 3, almost half of
all the finalists at the 1999 WYC (49.2%)
went on to take part in one or more World
Junior Championships. More than a quarter
(26.7%) of these athletes qualified for the
final. The percentage of athletes who won a
medal was 15.4%. This means that only
11.3% made the final but did not win a
medal.

The World Championships do not provide
such a satisfying picture. Here only 15.8%
succeeded in qualifying. 4.9% reached the
final, of whom almost half (2.3%) won a
medal. The rest (2.6%) had to be satisfied
with lower places.

It can also be seen that the former WYC
finalists did somewhat better at the Olympic
Games than at the World Championships in
Athletics. A total of 21.1% took part, 6.4%
reached the finals. More than half of these
athletes (3.4% of the total) won a medal.

Distinctive features of
the different subgroups

The different event groups hardly differ
from the general development. Only the
jumping events stand out positively with
regard to several analysis criteria. For exam-
ple, in these events a significantly greater
percentage of athletes managed to place in
the AWL and thus continued to perform at the
highest level (with significant differences
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Figure 5: Average performance improvement (= PI) as compared to 1999 (general)

PD as related PD as related PD as related 
to place 100 to place 50 to place 10

1999 4.3% 6.8% 10.5%
2000 3.0% 5.8% 9.6%
2001 1.5% 4.3% 8.5%
2002 0.6% 3.4% 7.4%
2003 0.1% 2.9% 6.8%
2004 -0.5% 2.2% 5.9%

Table 2: Average performance deficits (= PD) as compared to the AWL categories



between the initial and mean values as well
as between the percentages in the years
2000, 2001, and 2003). However, in the indi-
vidual years there was hardly any increase as
compared to the initial value. The jumpers
were also more successful in advancing fur-
ther in the direction of the absolute world
class, in establishing themselves there for a
longer period (with significant differences in
the case of placements among the top 100
and top 50). Thus, they reached the best aver-
age rankings in the AWL with significant dif-
ferences in 2000, 2002, 2003 and, in the case
of the top ranking, from the year 2000
onwards. Correspondingly, the jumping events
show the smallest performance deficits as
compared to the different categories of world
class, in some cases with a significant differ-
ence as related to the total development,
which had also an effect on the success bal-
ance at major championships. The greatest
performance increases with significant differ-
ences as compared to the total development
can be found in the throwing/jumping events
across all years.

The event-switchers A (who switched
events because of the change of running dis-
tances, hurdle heights, and weights in the
adult category) took significantly longer than
the non-switchers to place in the AWL and
the extended world class for the first time.
Even for the higher performance level the
results of this study show that there are
deficits. The values achieved by the event-
switchers C give evidence of a delayed devel-
opment, too. Correspondingly, the best per-
formances of the athletes of the groups of
switchers were achieved later and the dura-
tion of their stay at the different performance

levels was shorter. At the end of the observa-
tion period, the event-switchers B showed the
least marked performance deficits as com-
pared to the absolute world-class.

Hardly any differences can be found
between the female and male athletes. How-
ever, most of the men took a bit longer to
advance towards the absolute world-class
than the women. In some cases, there are sig-
nificant differences, as is also the case with
reaching the previous best performance.
Moreover, the women had less difficulty in
being successful at major championships,
especially at the World Junior Championships
(where a significant difference can be found).
However, the men were able to increase their
performance level to such an extent that they
got closer to the women and even surpassed
them in some criteria.

When dividing the WYC finalists according
to continents, it is conspicuous that about
half of them came from Eastern or Western
Europe. Athletes from Africa demonstrated a
particularly fast performance development.
Australia is the continent with the fewest
athletes being able to improve their perform-
ances. Moreover, as with the Asian athletes,
the performance increases of the Australian
athletes were too small to enable them to
establish themselves at world-class level. On
the other hand, at a later point many young
talents from the Caribbean are among the top
rankers in the AWL. Athletes from Eastern and
Western Europe are characterised by continu-
ous performance development. However,
remarkably, the West European athletes fre-
quently managed to qualify for the World
Junior Championships.
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Junior WC WC Olympics

At least participatism 49.2% 15.8% 21.1%
At least participatism in the finals 26.7% 4.9% 6.4%
Participatism in the finals 11.3% 2.6% 3.0%
Medal winner 15.4% 2.3% 3.4%

Table 3: Success in the  World Junior Championships/World Championships in Athletics/Olympic Games (general)



A further finding is that the medallists of
the WYC started from an considerably higher
performance level than the athletes placed
behind them and they maintained this signif-
icant advantage until the end of the observa-
tion period. The results of this included, for
example, that they stayed longer in the AWL
categories, that their performance deficits
were smaller, that their placements in the
AWL were better (almost all differences being
significant) and that they were more success-
ful at major championships (with some of the
differences also being significant).

For a more differentiated description of the
development of the respective subgroups with
exact values as well as with additional con-
spicuous details see the original study by
GRUND (2005).

Summary and conclusions

90% of the finalists of the first WYC in
1999 exhibited a further development of per-
formance. Therefore, the general statement
that international youth championships lead
to a too early specialisation with a premature
stagnation of performance does not seem to
be justified. The general development shows
that almost all finalists tried to continue
with their athletic activity in the years after
the WYC at a high level for at least a certain
time. A proof of this is that 88.7% of these
athletes subsequently appeared on the AWL.

However, in indication of how difficult it is
even for a young talent to get to world class
can be seen from the fact that only half of
these athletes could place themselves among
the top 100. So far, only 9.4% have reached
absolute world class. The duration of stay at
the top, too, gives evidence of a lack of sta-
bility. For example, so far the athletes have
placed in the AWL for 3.4 years. However,
they have only been able to stay in the
extended world-class for 1.4 years, while in
the absolute world-class the duration of stay
has only been 0.2 years.

That it is nevertheless worthwhile to work
consistently and, what is even more impor-

tant, patiently at one’s performance develop-
ment becomes clear when one looks at the
first appearance in the different categories of
the AWL. Athletes being successful in reach-
ing the absolute world class managed to do
so in the course of 3.5 years after the WYC.
Even for advancing on average to the top 50
the athletes took 2.9 years. That it took the
athletes 3.4 years on average to reach their
personal best performance so far underlines
this statement and shows that the athletes’
have not by far reached the end of their
development. When looking at the average
AWL ranking or the deficits as compared to
the different world class categories, a thor-
ough improvement can be seen. This is a fur-
ther sign that increases can still be expected.
During the observation period these increas-
es were relatively constant, only in the jump-
ing events was the increase in performance
greater as related to the performance during
the first year after the WYC. However, this
can probably be explained by an over-propor-
tion increase of those athletes who at youth
age took part in competitions under adult
conditions although, for example, different
hurdle heights would have been required for
them in the youth category. A small slowing
down of the improvement rate can be detect-
ed in the year 2003, which, however, was
compensated for by an increase due to the
motivation for the 2004 Olympics.

21% of the athletes managed to qualify for
the World Championships in Athletics and/or
the Olympic Games. If one compares these
values with the results of the juniors studied
by OTTE (26% qualified for the WCA and/or
the Olympics), the percentage is surprisingly
high. The justification of the Junior World
Championships is beyond any discussion. If,
however, the same percentage of athletes
who take part in the WYC continue to make
their way to the big international events,
there is no basis for rejecting international
youth championships either.

The results achieved by the athletes stud-
ied at the Olympic Games were better than
those at the World Championships in Athlet-
ics. The last Olympic Games took place in
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Athens at the end of the observation period
and coincided with the greatest increases in
performance as related to the initial level as
well as with the smallest performance
deficits. This means that 21.1% of the ath-
letes qualified for the Olympics although only
15.8% managed to do so for the WCA. While
at the WCA the best result of 2.6% of the
athletes were between places four and eight
and 2.3% took home a medal, at the Olympic
Games even 3.0%, respectively 3.4%, suc-
ceeded in doing so.

Half of the athletes took part in a World
Junior Championships although, because of
their age, most of the athletes could only
take part once, which is in contrast with the
WCA and Olympics. Their results at the World
Junior Championships were also much better:
Again, a quarter of the athletes reached the
final and 15.4% won a medal.

That the percentages were not even higher
probably has to do with the fact that very
great increases in performance are necessary
to allow excellent youth athletes to reach the
top ranks even at junior level (or indeed at
senior level). For example, in the men’s
1500m at the WJC, a performance which was
8.7% away from a place 100 of the AWL was
sufficient to qualify for the final. That is why
some of the youth athletes are probably too
far away from the world-class level as far as
their performance capabilities are concerned
to have a real chance to compensate for such
a performance deficit.

If, however, it is considered that in each
age group there are at least as many talents
with a similar potential who for different
reasons were not present at the WYC, the
development and success tendencies appear
in a significantly more positive light. Because
of late developers, athletes coming from
other sports and athletes who did not take
part in international championships for
younger athletes, one can even assume that
there is a greater number per year of birth.
This mass of athletes represents a great pool
of competitors, particularly if one considers
that the athletes who have established them-

selves at the absolute top level can maintain
such a high level for a decade or even longer.

The positive results in the jumping events
can be explained by the fact that there were
only a few competitors, which increased the
chance to be successful and even win a
medal. In the case of the pole vault, the great
attractiveness of the event must also be taken
into account. In the jumping events the best
performances earliest may be caused by the
very fast development of the speed strength
and the technical and coordinative abilities,
which can be trained particularly well at a
young age (GROSSER/STARISCHKA, 1998;
SCHNABEL et al, 1997). This may also be the
reason for the fact that these events are dom-
inated by young athletes who later have the
greatest chances to advance to absolute
world-class. The great performance increases
in the throwing events are caused by the dif-
ficult and lengthy connection of strength and
technical components, which is responsible
for the fact that in these events considerable
improvements are still possible at a later
stage. This is all the more plausible because
the strength abilities develop to the full only
at a later age  (GROSSER/ STARISCHKA,1998).

Event switchers have more difficulties and
take longer to advance in the direction of the
absolute world class. Particularly the event-
switchers A have problems to cope with the
change of running distances, hurdle heights
and implement weights when transferring to
the senior level. That, however, a purposeful
switching of the event may be worthwhile
can be seen with the event-switchers B who
at the end of the observation period exhibit-
ed the smallest performance deficits as com-
pared to absolute world-class athletes.

Hardly any differences in performance
development can be found between the
female and male athletes. The female athletes
develop a bit earlier (HOLLMANN/ HETTINGER,
2000), which also explains the shorter stays
of the male athletes at the different AWL cat-
egories. However, the men in our study
increased their performance level to such an
extent that they managed to catch up with
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the women. Moreover, the female athletes
had more difficulties in advancing to the
extended world-class or to be successful at
major championships, especially at Junior
World Championships. The reason for this
may be that there is simply not as much com-
petition (because in some countries women’s
sport is either less popular or forbidden).

In the youth age group, the Europeans
prove to be particularly strong. The causes of
this can be a target-oriented promotion of
the young talents in training, good frame-
work conditions and scientific support. All
this is of course only possible if the corre-
sponding financial prerequisites are fulfilled,
which in itself has positive effects on the
continuous development of performance.

In the case of the finalists from Africa, the
marked social differences can be responsible
for the fact that during the years following the
WYC fewer of these athletes than of the other
athletes could be found in the AWL. In gener-
al, one can say that either the African athletes
are successful in advancing rapidly into world-
class and then in staying there longer than
other athletes, which means that they can
either earn their living from athletics or they
are forced to give up their career (too?) early.

Australia is the continent with the fewest
athletes who could improve. Here, as with the

Asian athletes, the performance increases
were too poor to enable the athletes to estab-
lish themselves at the top international level.

On the other hand, many Caribbean talents
can be seen at the top of the AWL. This is
because of their particular strength in a small
number of events, especially in the sprints. It
seems to be an advantage when a youth ath-
lete is already as close as possible to the top
because then he or she has a better chance to
become a mature world class athlete at a
later age.

In general, it can be assumed that per-
formances will develop faster and faster, not
least because competitive pressure will
become greater, particularly in the case of
the women, as more countries manage track
and field (and talent promotion) in a profes-
sional way. This assumption is backed up by
the cases of many young African runners. An
example of this was a participant in the
1999 WYC, Kenenisa Bekele (ETH), who was
able to reach world-class very early and
seven years later is one of the brightest stars
in the sport.

Please send all correspondence to:
Martin Grund - martin-grund@web.de
Wolfgang Ritzdorf - ritzdorf@dshs-koeln.de
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