
197

THE PREDICTION OF PERFORMANCE OF OLYMPIC
ATHLETES IN DISCUS, HAMMER, JAVELIN, AND
SHOTPUT FROM MEASURES OF PERSONALITY

CHARACTERISTICS1

G. ROBERT WARD, JAMES R. MORROW, AND MICHAEL M. OMIZO

University of Houston

WILLIAM B. MICHAEL

University of Southern California

For each of four subsamples of Olympic-quality athletes&mdash;14 Dis-
cus, 8 Hammer, 11 Javelin, and 12 Shotput specialists&mdash;measures of
19 personality constructs yielded only two statistically significant
validity coefficients (out of 76 possible significant indices) in the
prediction of average length of throw. The conclusion was reached
that the self-report personality measures employed afford little
promise as predictors of success in the four Olympic events studied.

A modest amount of research pertaining to the psychological char-
acterization of various athletes including marathon runners, world-
champion and Olympic wrestlers, football and basketball players, and
swimmers has been completed during recent years (Con’man, 1974;
Foster, 1973; Morgan, 1968; Morgan and Costill, 1972; Nagle, Mor-
gan, Hellickson, Serfass, and Alexander, 1975; Rushall, 1969; Ver-
nacchia, 1973). The conflicitng results of these investigators have
suggested that identifying personality characteristics and predicting
success of various athletes are areas in need of further research.
One particular group of individuals that have been regarded as

having unique physiological and anatomical characteristics is that of

1 The authors wish to acknowledge the cooperation and assistance provided by Tom
Tellez and Dr. Paul Ward, camp co-chairmen of the United States Olympic Committee
Throwing Camp, University of Houston, for their part in the data collection.
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Olympic athletes. For this elite group only a limited amount of re-
search has been directed toward ascertaining the relationship between
measurable personality qualities and success in a particular type of
Olympic event. For example, in an investigation to identify personality
factors of successful Olympic wrestlers, Nagle et al. (1975) observed
that the more successful in relation to the less successful wrestlers
exhibited less tension, less confusion, but greater competitive vigor.

Purpose

For each of four subsamples composed of members of the United
States Olympic team who had elected to participate in one of four
designated events (Discus, Hammer, Javelin, or Shotput), the purpose
of the present study was to determine the degree of relationship
between level of success in the specified event and standing on each of
16 personality traits and on each of three measurable constructs of
motivational distortion, dogmatism, and locus of control. Demonstra-
tion of statistically significant relationships could have important im-
plications for the identification of those personality and motivational
characteristics in highly accomplished athletes that might be prognos-
tic of their success in extremely competitive events such as those
encountered by Olympic contenders.

Methodology

Samples
The total sample consisted of four subgroups of 14, 8, 11, and 12

male Olympic athletes, who were competing in the respective Olympic
events of Discus, Hammer, Javelin, and Shotput (all throwing activi-
ties). Subsample members were both administered psychological tests
and observed in the performance of their Olympic specialty at a

Southwestern university known for its strong emphasis on athletic
programs.

Measures

Criterion variables. A measure in feet of the length of the actual
throw was determined for each athlete who was a participant in one of
the four previously enumerated events. Hence, for each event a set of
scores was available.

Predictor variables. Standing on each one of 16 personality traits
was obtained from the score earned by an athlete in each of the
corresponding dimensions of the Sixteen Personality Factor Question-
naire, Form C (16 PF) (Cattell and Eber, 1969). Reflecting the
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strength of a response set associated with social desirability, the mea-
sure designated as Motivational Distortion was a special scale devel-
oped for the 16 PF. The two constructs of dogmatism and locus of
control were derived from the Opinion Scale (Kleiber, Veldman, and
Menaker, 1973) that intersperses the 40 items of Rokeach’s (1960)
Dogmatism Scale with 23 items representing the external dimension of
the Internal-External Control Scale developed by Rotter (1966).

Correlation coefficients between scores on each of the 16 factors on
Form C of the 16 PF and scores on each of the same corresponding
factors in Form D varied from .67 to .86 when the interval between

testing ranged from two to seven days for a sample of 150 male and
female American undergraduate students. For the Dogmatism Scale,
split-half and test-retest reliability coefficients fell between .68 and .93
in data provided by Rokeach (1960). Reliability information for the
locus of control measure was not immediately available relative to the
scores earned in the item format provided by the Opinion Scale.

Statistical analyses. For each of the four subsamples means and
standard deviations of the scores on all measures were calculated. (To
save space, these statistics are not reported, although they are avail-
able upon request from the authors.) Within each subgroup inter-
correlations among all predictor and criterion variables were obtained.
Only those Pearson product-moment coefficients of correlation be-
tween each predictor variable and each of the four criterion measures
relative to each subsample are cited, as indicated by the entries in
Table 1.

Findings

An inspection of the entries in Table 1 reveals the following major
statistical outcomes:

1. Only in the instance of the sample of 14 discus throwers were
statistically significant correlation coefficients observed. The two mea-
sures of Motivational Distortion and Sensitivity from the 16 PF af-
forded predictive validity indices of -.63 (p < .05) and .73 (p < .01),
respectively, with a performance criterion.

2. Only the two measures of Superego Strength and Guilt Prone-
ness from the 16 PF yielded correlation coefficients of the same sign
(all negative) across the four subsamples of athletes.

Conclusion

It is apparent that for the subsamples of Olympic contenders studied
the personality constructs as measured show little promise as predic-
tors of performance by Olympic athletes on Discus, Hammer, Javelin,
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TABLE 1
Correlation Coefficients between Scores on Each of Nineteen Personality Measures and

Average Length of Throw in Four Olympic Events (Decimal Points Omitted)
- 

~ 
--~ -- ~ ~

. The titles of the 16 scales represent bnef abstract~ons largely contrived by the authors to simplify lengthy
descriptions of the bipolar scales appeanng on test profile sheets and in the Manual (Cattell and Eber, 1969)

* Significant at the .05 level
Significant at the 01 level.

or Shotput. Although it is possible that the marked restriction of range
in scores on the criterion measures and the smallness of the samples
could account for the lack of significant correlations, current measures
of affective constructs may not parallel those motivational character-
istics displayed or manifested by highly proficient athletes.

Recommendation

In the absence of statistically significant outcomes, it is suggested
that psychomotor, anatomical, and physiological measures be ex-
plored as potential predictor variables for samples of Olympic con-
tenders.
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