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Early gport dropout: High performancein ear ly year sinyoungathletesisnot related with later success
Abandono deportivo precoz: d alto rendimiento en edades tempranas no garantiza € éxito deportivo en
la edad adulta
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Abstract. Objective: to analyze the career (based on the Roya Spanish Athletics Federation (RFEA) rankings) and/or dropout rates of the top 10
ahletes aged14 to 19 years, during the period 2004-2014. Equipment and methods: Top 10 finishers in different athletic disciplines in the time
range from 2004 to 2014 were selected after consulting the yearly national ranking database of the RFEA, published on its website (www.rfeaes).
Results There were 1,144 participants, 594 males and 550 females. All ahletes, at the time of their presence in the top 10 in 2004, were between
14-19 years old, belonging to the following categories: cadet (14-15 years), youth (16-17 years) and juniors (19-19 years), in both sexes. There
was a significant reduction of athletes in the top 10 from 2004 to 2014. Of the 1,144 athletes taken into consideration in 2004, 1,104 (96.50%)
were considered as dropouts from high performance in 2014: 543 (98.72%) were women, and 561 (94.45%) were men. From the overal anaysis
and taking into account the athletic disciplines, sprint and hurdles in maes (99.4%), and middie/long running and walks in females (100%), showed
the highest percentage of dropouts. These results oppose the idea that success a a young age (i.e., the top 10 ranking) ensures later success.
Therefore, in athletics where peak performance is achieved close to the senior category, early specialization should be questioned.

Keywords: athletic performance, burnout, early specidlization.

Resumen. Objetivo: andizar la carrera deportiva (basindonos en los rankings reportados por la Real Federacion Espafiola de Atletismo - RFEA) y
las tasas de abandono de los aletas encuadrados en € top 10, con una edad entre 14-19 afios, entre los afios 2004 a 2014. Méodo: basandonos en la
base de datos gportada por la RFEA a través de su web (www.rfeaes) desde 2004, han sido seleccionados € top 10 en diferentes disciplinas atléticos
entre los afios 2004-2014. Resultados: participaron 1144 participantes, 594 varones y 550 mujeres. Todos los atletas, en @ momento de su
presencia en € top 10 en 2004 tenian entre 14-19 afios, y pertenecian a las categorias: cadetes (14-15 afios), juvenil (16-17 afios) y junior (18-19
afios) en ambos sexos. Se hal6 una reduccion significativa de atletas presentes en @ top 10, entre 2004-2014. De los 1144 atletas considerados en

2004, 1104 (96.50%) abandonaron € topl0 en 2014: 543 (98.72%) fueron mujeres, y 561 (94.45%) hombres. Considerando las disciplinas
atléticas, las pruebas de sprint y vallas (99.4%) y la carrera de medio fondo y marcha en mujeres (100%) mostraron la mayor tasa de abandono.
Conclusion: estos resultados muestran que e éxito a edades jévenes no asegura @ rendimiento en etapas posteriores del desarrollo. Por tanto, en
disciplinas deportivas en las que d pico de rendimiento se dcanza a edad adulta, la especidizacion precoz se debe poner en duda

Palabras clave: abandono deportivo, especializacion precoz, rendimiento atlético.

Introduccion

Over thepast 15 years, there hasbeen anincreasein early training
inasngle gport in the young (Fedey, Agd, & LaPrade, 2015). Even
today, many children at relatively young ages are introduced to sport
specidization (Mding, 2010). Thereare severa factorsthat contribute
tothe desire of young ahletesto specidizein asingle sport, including
the pursuit of scholarships or professiona contracts, being labeled as
talented by parentsor coaches, theretailing industry and mediareports
(Mogtefavifar, Best, & Myer, 2013). Further, many coaches, parents
and children believethat thebest way to achievetheditelevel insports
isthrough participation in only one sport from an early age; however,
this may reduce opportunities to participate in severd sports and can
lead to less development of gports skills (Myer et d., 2015). Thereby,
sports gpecidization in early to middle childhood, intense training in
one gport while exduding others, has become incressingly common;
however, thereisaconcernthat sportsspecidization beforeadolescence
canbeanegativeforyoungathletes(Jayanthi, Pinkham, Dugas, Petrick,
& LaBdla 2013).

Taken together, acontroversad question within sportsinitiationin
children makes reference to early sport specidization versus early
diversfication (which includes different sport experiences during
childhood). Coté, Baker, & Abernethy (2007) showed two models of
sport initiation by distinguishing between learning activities that may
beregarded asorganized adtivitiesand thosethat may bemoreconsidered
asplay. Intheorganized activities, themain purposeisskill devel opment
and performance enhancement, and theplay activitiescontributetothe
acquisition of expertise through enjoyment. After the sampling years
(asengaging in avariety of sportsduring childhood), the children can
continue to participate in recregtiond sport (recregtiond years, ages
13+) or in the sport performance (specidizing years, ages 13 to 15;
investment years, ages 16+); athird option consstsof diteperforman-
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cethrough early specidization, which could harmthehedith of ethletes
and enjoyment of sports (Coté et d., 2007).

After andyzing severd authors, C6té, Lidor, & Hackfort (2009)
indicates that the current trends about youth sport activities are
characterized by indtitutiondlization, ditism and early sdlection or
specidization; moreover, early specidization isnot dways cond stent
with children’s motivation to participate in ports. Of high school
athletesbetween theagesof 13 and 18 years, 36.4% showed high sport
specidization, which mogt likely resulted in ahistory of kneeinjuries
duetooveruse(Bdl et d., 2016). Likewise, specidizationispostively
corrdlatedwithincreased seriousoveruseinjury risk, duetothefollowing
factors: year-round single-sport training, participation in more
competition, decreased age-gopropriate play and involvement inindi-
vidua sports that require the early development of technicd skills
(Myer et d., 2015).

Inaddition, early involvementininternationa eventsand slection
of talent during early agesisnot aprerequisite of success (Barreiros&
Fonseca, 2012). Thereby, early successinyoung sportsisno guarantee
of later success in dite gports (Mding, 2010). Likewise, early sport
specidization does not cause competitiveimprovementsin relaion to
ahletes who participate in multiple sports and may put the young
ahleteat risk for overuseinjuries(Fedey et d., 2015). Moreover, some
researchers showed that an early sport diversification does not
disadvantageathletesin acguiring expertiseand isimportant for intrindc
moativation and skill transferabiility (Baker, Cobley, & Fraser Thomas,
2009). Therefore, early sport specidization has not been shown to
improve future athletic performance; however, it is detrimental both
physicaly and emationdly. Moreover, therearel ong-term conseguences
on adulthood for the athlete who speciaizes at ayoung age (Smucny,
Parikh, & Pandya, 2015).

The trangition to dite sport is described by athletes as the most
difficult and many of them confessthat it failed (Chamorro & Oliva,
2016). Inthisregard, thelack of timeand academic demandsare causes
of sports abandonment of adolescents (Capdevila Seder, Bdlmunt
Villdonga, & Hernando Domingo, 2015). Information ontheeffectiveness
of early sport specidization, along with high sport performance and
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long-term successof children athletes, issparse. Therefore, thepurpose
of this study wasto andyze the career (based on the RFEA rankings)
and/or dropout rate of thetop 10 ahletes, 14 to 19 yearsold, from 2004
t02014. Specificaly, wewanted toinvestigatewhether presenceinthe
top 10ranking a ayounger agecould limit achievingthetop 10ranking
in the senior category stage where maximum performanceis reeched
(Hollings, Hopkins, Hume, & Bosch, 2014). Moreover, asecond aim
of this study wasto assesstheinfluence of other variables, such asthe
sex of the athlete and athletic discipline practised, with the purposeto
better understand if participation in the top 10 & a younger age is
postive to achieve successin the senior category or isrelaed to early
dropout.

Method

Thisisalongitudind prospective study focused on determining
whether early high performance (and thereby, eerly specidization) ensures
alatehigh performance(i.e, insenior category). Additiondly, thecurrent
study andysestheinfluence of other influencing variablesonthissuch
assexandahldicdiscipline.

Procedure

By using the database of the national ranking of eech year of the
Royd Spanish Athletics Federation (RFEA), published on itswebsite
(wwwi.rfeaes), thetoptenfinishersof different ethletic disciplineshave
been selected between 2004 and 2014. Of the 1144 participants
described, 594 are maes and 550 femaes. All ethletes, at thetime of
their presenceinthetop tenin 2004, were between 14-19yearsoldand
of the categories: cadet (14-15 years), youth (16-17 years) and juniors
(19-19years), aswdl asin both sexes maeandfemale,

Datawereretrieved fromtheonlinewebstesource (www.rfea.es),
andthenationd rankingindifferent categoriesand athletic disciplinesof
theoutdoor season have been published since2004. Thetop 10 ahletes
from the cadet, youth and junior categories, and from both sexes, from
2004t02014inthesenior category, inthespediadtiesof running, jumping
and throwing, were selected. All was in the outdoor season. We
considered as dropouts from high performance, athleteswho werenot
present in the top 10 of the officia rankings published by RFEA in
2014.

Satidtical analyss

Data from this study were andyzed using the SPSS datidtical
programV.19.0for Windows(SPSSInc., Chicago, USA). Thesignificance
level was st at p <0.05, with aconfidencelevel of 95%. The dataare
shown in descriptive statigtics of frequencies and percentages. The
andysis of data between 2004 and 2014 was performed using the
McNemar test.

Resaults

Table 1 shows the results in rdation to mde athletes in different
athleticdisciplines Thereisasignificant reduction of athletesinthetop
10from 2004t02014. Likewise, Table2 showssmilar resltsinfemde
ahletes.

Table 1.

Top 10, from 2004 to 2014, in male athletes in relation to athletics disciplines. Data shown in n (%).

Figure 1 shows the reduction total in male and femae athletes of
their presenceinthetop 10from 2004t0 2014, indl athleticdisciplines.
Of the 1144 athletes taken into consideration in 2004, 1104 (96.50%)
were considered as dropouts from high performance in 2014; 543
(98.72%0) werewomen and 561 (94.45%) men. Fromtheoverd| andyss,
and takinginto account theathletic disciplines, thesprint and hurdlesin
males (99.4%) and middle/long running and walksin females (100%)
showed the highest percentage of dropouts.
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Figure 1. The reduction total of their presence in the top 10 in male and femal e athl etes, from
2004 to 2014, in all athletics disciplines.

Discussion

The main finding of this study shows that high performancein
early yearsin young ahletesisnot related to | ater success, where pesk
performance is achieved around the senior category. Further, women
showed greater dropout ratesthan men. Indl athletic specidties, there
wasahigh dropout rate, both for women and men.

Previousstudiesfound Smilar resuits Theseresultsareinaccordance
with Barreiros, Coté, & Fonseca (2014), which showed that only a
third of international pre-junior athletes regppeared as senior ahletes,
confirming the difficulties of predicting late success based on early
identification and sdlection. Therefore, few children who specidizein
gports a young ages achieved dlite levels, the mgority dropped out
dongtheway (Mdina, 2010). Barreiros& Fonseca(2012) showed thet
it is possble to attain status as an international ahlete without early
success. Likewise, Pizzuto, Boneto, Vernillo, La Torre, & Piacentini
(2016) andyzed if participation at the World Junior Championships
(WJC) inthemiddle and long-distancetrack eventsisaprerequisiteto
successat asenior leve, and aresult morerd evant showed thet in 2015,
61% of findists in the 2002 WJC were not present in the IAAF
rankings. Further, thesport dropout rateincreesesover time, after 8and
14 years of follow-up. The sport dropout rate in young ahletes was
56.6% and 81.5%, respectively: 51.5%-79.6% in males and 67.3%-
87.5%infemaes (Enoksen & Eystein, 2011).

In relaion to sex, the girls showed a higher dropout percentage
compared to boys, confirming theresultsof previousstudies (Enoksen
& Eygein, 2011; Pizzuto et d., 2016). For moreimportant ressonsfor
dropoutsinreationto sex, Molinero, Sdguero, Concepcin, Alvarez, &
Marquez (1982) showed that girls placed greater emphasis than boys
on «had other thingsto do» and considered lessimportant reasonslike
«notinteresting tome. Further, becausethegirlsreach their maximum
athletic performanceearlier than boys, early specidization may leadto
stagnation in performance and sport dropout; another reason for high

Long distance Middle/long Sprint and hurdles Walks Jumps Throws
2004 2014  pvaue 2004 2014  p-vaue 2004 2014 p-value 2004 2014 p-vaue 2004 2014 p-vaue 2004 2014 p-value
Cadet 20(100) 1(5 <0001 20(100) 2(10) <0.001 40(100) 1(25) <0.001 14(100) 0(0) <0.001 40(100) 1(25) <0.001 40(100)  4(10)  <0.001
Youth 30(100) 2(6.66) <0001 20(100) 1(5) <0.001 60(100) 0(0) <0.001 20(100) 0(0) <0.001 40(100) 2(5) <0.001 40(100) 5(125) <0.001
Junior 40(100) 2(5) <0001 20(100) 2(10) <0.001 50(100) 0(0) <0.001 20(100) 3(15) <0.001 40(100) 5(125) <0.001 40(100) 2(5  <0.001
Total 90(100) 5(55) <0.001 60(100) 5(8.33) <0.001 150(100) 1(0.6) <0.001 54(100) 3(5.55) <0.001 120(100) 8(6.66) <0.001 120(100) 11(9.16) <0.001
Table 2.
Top 10, from 2004 to 2014, in female athletes in relation to athletics disciplines. Data shownin n (%).
Long distance Middle/long Sprint and hurdles Walks Jumps Throws
2004 2014 pvalue 2004 2014 p-vaue 2004 2014 p-value 2004 2014 p-vaue 2004 2014 p-value 2004 2014 p-value
Cadet  10(100) 1(10) 0.004 20(100) O <0001 40(100) 1(025) <0001 20(100) O <0001 40(100) 1(25) <0.001 40(100) 0 <0001
Younth  20(100) 0 <0001 20(100) O <0001 50(100) 1(20) <0001 20(100) O <0001 40(100) 0(0.0) <0.001 40(100) 0 <0001
Junior  30(100) 1(333) <0001 20(100) O <0001 50(100) 0(0.0) <0.001 10(100) O <0001 40(100) 1(25) <0.001 40(100) 3(7.5) <0.001
Total 60(100) 2(3.33) <0001 60(100) O <0001 140(100) 2(142) <0001 50(100) 0  <0.001 120(100) 2(0.83) <0.001 120(100) 1(2.5) <0.001
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dropout ratesinwomenisthetraditiond patternsof sex rolesin society
(Enoksen & Eygtein, 2011).

Broadly, the participantsinindividud sports noted «my skillsdid
not improve», «did not like to compete» and «not able to be with my
friends» as more important reasons for port dropout (Maolinero et d.,
1982). Especidly in athletes, the frequency of injuries, sagnetion in
performance, educationd requirementsand alack of motivation were
important reasons for why relatively many talented track and field
athletes dropped out at an early age (Enoksen & Eystein, 2011).

For mogt sports, the intense training and specidization before
puberty are not necessary to achievetheditelevel; however, the sport
Specidization leads to higher rates of injury, incressed psychologica
gressand early sport dropout (Jayanthi et d., 2013). Thereisasgnificant
association between the number of sports practised at 11, 13 and 15
years and the standard of competition between 16 and 18 years; thus,
thechildrenwho competeinthreesportsaresignificantly morelikely to
compete & anationd level between the ages of 16 and 18 than those
who practised only onesport (Bridge& Toms, 2012). Inthisregard, the
boys aged 10-12 years, who spent many hours in various sports,
showed greeter fithessthan boyspecidizinginasinglesport (Fransen
e d., 2012). Therefore, early diverdficaion in sportsis linked to a
longer sport career and for long-term sport invol vement, and it doesnot
hinder eite sport participation in sportswhere agreater performanceis
achieved after maturation (Coté et d., 2009). Likewise, LaPradeet al.
(2016) showed that thereisno evidence that children will benefit from
early sport specidizationinthemgjority of ports; thus, early multisport
practicewill not kegpyoung athletesfrom|long-term competitiveathletic
SUCCESS.

To develop dite-level athletes, not only the acquisition of sport
skills is necessary but dso optimizing the hedth of young athletes
through continued participation in sports (Coté et d., 2007). Children
who participate for more than 16 hours per week inintensetraining of
specidized sportsactivitiesshould bemonitored for markersof burnout,
overuseinjury or decrementsin performancedueto overtraining (Myer
et d., 2015). Therefore, theintensetraining and specidizationin most
sports should be delayed until late adolescence to reduce the risk for
injury and adversepsychological stress(Jayanthi etd., 2013). Thereby,
the sport career organized with less training at early ages and
Specidization later seems more beneficid for the young in sportsand
athletics(Moesch, Elbe, Hauge, & Wikman, 2011).

Themain limitation in this study isit has considered only thetop
10; therefore, someathl etes could have been near totop 10, which could
not be consdered asan actua dropout. Findly, another limitation was
that thisstudy hasnot differentiated each athletic speciaty individudly.
Future studies mugt address these limitations.

Conclusions

Tosumup, theseresultsdo not confirm that Successat ayoung age
(i-e, the top 10 ranking) ensures later success. In a sex comparison,
women showed grester dropout ratesthan men, dthough ahigh dropout
rate was found in al athletic specidties both for women and men. In
ahletics wherepesk performanceisachieved around thesenior category,
high performancein early yearsin young athletesisnot related to later
success, therefore, early gpecidization should be questioned

Fromapractica point of view, this study supportsthat theintense
training and specidization in most ports should be delayed until late
adolescence to reduce the risk for injury and adverse psychological
stressand, thereby, the gport career organized withlesstraining at early
ages and specidization later seems more beneficid for the young in
sports and athletics.
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