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ii The author presents a case for taking 
into aecount consistency of high Perfor
mance, rather than merely the one single 
Performance which gave the athlete the gold 
medal. He takes, as his examples ofhigh 
consistency combined with excellent Perfor
mances, Carl Lewis in the long jump and 
Sergey Bubka in the Pole Vault and he cites 
Mike Powell as the high achiever with a 
lower degree of consistency. He suggests 
that more regard should be paid, by the 
media and the public, to this consistency of 
high Performance, rather than solely to the 
attainment of perhaps the 'one off success 
and that some procedure should be taken to 
reward the consistent high performer. m m 
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1 Introduction 

Aehievements in track and field have typi
cally been evaluated by the final placing of 
an athlete partieipating in a competition. On 
a given day, in a given competition and in a 
given event, the athlete who runs faster, 
jumps higher or throws farther than the 
other partieipants is awarded the prize and is 
given the attention of all the spectators and 
the media. 

It is true that one of the goals in any sport 
event is to attain the highest level of Perfor
mance. However, 'big name' athletes are 
required to perform consistently well, not 
only once but over a long period of time. 
These athletes may break their own records: 
they may also break national records or even 
world records. Then it often happens that 
they are not able to reach the same high 
level of Performance and they may even 'dis
appear ' from compet i t ion. It should be 
emphasised that it is extremely difficult to 
break records in track and field and it is even 
more difficult to do so repeatedly. 

Experts in motor learning (e.g. MAGILL 
1993; SCHMIDT 1991: SINGER 1980) have 
argued that it is much more difficult to 
achieve a high level of consistency than to 
fulfill only once the physical and mental 
potential of a motor task. In other words, 
having achieved a high level of Performance 
in a particular motor activity may yet mean 
that hundreds of hours of Special training 
must be spent before another peak Perfor
mance is attained. 

Young athletes who have just begun their 
training may show a rapid improvement in 
their motor abilities, which can result in a 
better Performance. For example, a young 
athlete can run faster than his coach predicts. 
because he is extremely enthusiastic and 
highly motivated to sueeeed. Naturally, as he 
or she continues to practice and to perform, 
the level of motivation decreases and, there
fore, it is difficult for learners to replicate 
their own initial aehievements. 



The more mature athletes may also be 
faced with the same problem. For a variety of 
reasons, an athlete may perform well at a 
very early stage of his career but find it diffi
cult to maintain this level of Performance. 

Surprisingly, when observing Performances 
and aehievements of elite athletes, the 'con
sistency issue' in track and field may re-
appear. It is assumed. and to some extent also 
expected, that a world-class athlete is capable 
not only of achieving the highest level of Per
formance but is also able to maintain consis
tency for a long period of time. Not many 
elite performers meet the requirements of 
both excellence and consistency. Some may 
not find the efficient way to overcome psy

chological and physiological barriers which 
prevent them from doing exceptionally well 
once again. 

I can mention two cases, involving three 
elite athletes, in order to elaborate further 
the concept of consistency. The first case 
involves the jumping Performances of Mike 
Powell and Carl Lewis during the World 
Championships in Tokyo 1991. On this occa
sion, Powell achieved the highest level of Per
formance and was rewarded the gold medal. 
Lewis took second place, although he was 
much more consistent during the competi
tion. The second case focuses on Sergey 
Bubka's pole vault Performances during the 
last decade. Bubka's Performances provide a 
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8 Figure 1: Carl Lewis' and Mike Powell's jumping Performances in Tokyo 1991 



unique example, in sport in general and in 
track and field in particular, of physical and 
mental excellence, in terms of both individual 
aehievements and consistency. 

2. The Powell-Lewis Case 

Mike Powell achieved the highest level of 
long jump Performance in Tokyo 1991. He 
was able to break the old and seemingly 
untouchable record of Bob Beamon (8.90m 
which was set in Mexico 1968) and to set a 
new one (8.95m) on his fifth attempt. There is 
no doubt that his jump was almost perfect, 
from both biomechanical and psychological 
aspects. Powell was able 'to put everything 
together' at the appropriate time. 

Figure 1 reveals that Lewis was much more 
consis tent than Powell dur ing the six 
attempts. The mean jumping Performance of 
Lewis (M = 8.83) was higher than Poweirs 

(M = 8.41), as can be seen in Figure 2. More
over, the Standard deviation (a consistency 
variable) of Lewis's Performance (SD = ±0.09) 
was considerably lower than Powell's (SD = 
±0.46). Put simply, Lewis was able to execute 
well repeatedly, while Powell performed ex
tremely well only once. 

Who, then, was the best long jumper dur
ing this particular competition? Was it the 
one who achieved the best outcome only 
once? Or was it the other who consistently 
performed well? Obviously, the track and 
field international rules provide us with a 
very concrete answer: The high achiever is 
the winner. 

3. The Sergey Bubka case 

Sergey Bubka can be considered as one of 
the most consistent of international athletes. 
He broke the pole vault record 35 times during 

(S,D, = ±0.09m) 
(S,D, = 0.46m) 
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Figure 2: Means and Standard deviations of Lewis' and Powell's jumping Performances 



the last decade. More specifically, he did it 18 
times indoors and 17 times outdoors, as can 
be seen in Figures 3 and 4, respectively. 

No matter what the reasons may be for 
Bubka's long list of aehievements (e.g. mone-
tary awards, Sponsors' pressure, extrinsic 
motivation, technological advancement), his 
consistency ability has been outstanding. His 
ability repeatedly to attain physical as well as 
psychological peaks throughout 10 years of 
high level competitions has proven him to be 
the best among his colleagues. Bubka is an 
excellent example of an athlete who has been 
able to combine the highest achievement in a 
given event with the consistency factor; both 
are certainly required from an elite performer. 

4. Practical implications for evaluating 
an athlete's Performance 

The consistency factor has been neglected 
in the measurement and evaluation processes 
in track and field. It appears that winners are 
rewarded in each competition because they 
represent the notion of being 'strenger and 
faster'. Although we have no arguments 
against this procedure in track and field, 
there is also a specific need to evaluate and to 
measure an athlete's Performance based on 
his consistency ability. Sometimes it is more 
difficult and demanding to maintain a certain 
level of Performance than initially to reach 
that level. Generally, athletes who are more 
consistent have a better chance to achieve the 

date of record 

Figure 3: Sergey Bubka's world records (indoor) 

10 Figure 4: Sergey Bubka's world records (outdoor) 



greatest Performances. Track and field coach
es, athletes, referees and fans should take 
into consideration the consistency aspeet of 
motor Performances. 

There are several steps that can be imple
mented in order to do so: 
a) More awareness should be developed of 

an athlete's efforts to be consistent for a 
prolonged period of time 

b) Young athletes should also be rewarded 
for their consistency ability. This evalua
tion should be performed annually. 

c) Organisers of first class track and field 
meetings should provide a Special reward 
for consistency (e.g. Lewis's Performance 
in Tokyo 1991). Both female and male 
athletes should be given this considera
tion. 

d) Sport journalists and the public in general 
should pay more at tent ion to athletes 
who demonstrate consistency in their Per
formances. 

be more difficult and challenging to establish 
a procedure in which Performance consisten
cy is the main variable. This procedure may 
and should provide some insight and a vfresh' 
view on how to evaluate motor task Perfor
mances as objectively as possible. As a result. 
more and more athletes may be given the 
recognition they deserve. 
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5. A final remark 

Broadly speaking, it is not at all difficult to 
evaluate athletes based on their highest per
sonal aehievements in track and field. It may Ö^] 
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