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Chapter 3
Sidestepping Talent ID Models and Early Specialisation: Reframing Youth Sport Around Athletic Development and Participation

Philippe Crisp

Abstract
Excelling at the highest level of sport continues to be a priority for many National Governing Bodies (NGB) and sport coaches. Multiple challenges exist here, however, many of which relate to the difficulty in establishing talent identification models that work well and also allow for ‘late-developers’. These challenges are further complicated by evidence that early talent identification processes may unintentionally overlook athletes who mature later biologically, despite their potential for high performance. Selection periods predicated on certain age ranges and periods, the notions of early and late specialisation, and the discourse related to deliberate play and practice (and subsequent expertise) all play a part in the complex tapestry of equitable competition, selection to excellence, and development. Notably, however, there are a range of tensions within such systems that may, if not mitigated for, contribute to increased dropout, heightened injury risk, and psychosocial stress during key developmental stages. Of note, many youth sport coaches do not possess the necessary expertise and skill to fairly navigate these kinds of problems, and it is the contention of this commentary that (outside of specific NGB talent ID systems) they should prioritise longer-term, athlete-centred philosophies and outcomes. Importantly, given the evidence of athletes who have successfully transitioned sports due in large part to their athletic ability, this commentary puts forward the notion that youth sport coaches should focus on developing their participants’ athletic ability, agility, footwork, and power; all characteristics that many sports necessitate at their highest levels – because a shift towards this broader developmental focus may help to counteract some of the limitations of early selection by providing a more inclusive environment for athlete progression.
      Furthermore, a wider emphasis on general athletic development may expose young athletes to a greater variety of movement experiences and physical challenges, which can enhance long-term participation and create a more resilient foundation for future sport-specific performance. This approach also aligns with contemporary long-term athlete development models, which emphasise the importance of physical literacy and foundational movement skills prior to sport-specific specialisation, suggesting that athlete development should be prioritised over early performance outcomes. Ultimately, re-framing youth sport coaching around transferable athletic qualities may improve both performance pathways and overall participation outcomes across a range of sports contexts.
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