
Understanding Talent  



Our aim    

 We believe talent is poorly understood 

and the perception of talent as a natural 

process is very unhelpful in sport. The aim 

of this presentation is to show you how a 

better understanding of talent can help an 

athlete achieve their goals in sport 

  



Understanding talent    

 Talent + Development = Outcome 

 It is often assumed that the more talent you have, the 

better the outcome of the development process will 

be. Talent does have a key role to play and we believe 

that  a better understanding of talent will help you 

achieve the outcome your want in sport 



What is talent?   

 “As a teenager I was told I would never make it 

as a swimmer. It was because my sister was so 

amazingly talented, could swim and be so good 

at it. My stroke wasn’t great and I was told that, 

as I wasn’t a natural swimmer, I just wouldn’t 

make it” 

    Jo Jackson, 2011 

 

  

 Talent is often seen as something you have or you don’t have. 

But is this accurate? Why can a swimmer who was told they 

don’t have talent  go on to win an Olympic medal in 2008? 

 

http://joannejackson.com/wp-content/uploads/1Z1B1818.jpg


Our definition of talent   

1. Athletes must be physically suited to their sport – but with 

so many sports we can argue there is a sport to suit everyone  

2. Current performance is not good at predicting future 

success – there are many stories of outstanding juniors who 

don’t make it and athletes who achieve little as a junior but go 

on to be successful senior athletes. As a result we need to 

look in more detail at current performance and what it can 

actually tell us about long-term potential 

3.   Your mindset – recognised as a crucial factor in 

understanding successful people  

 

 

There are 3 key areas we need to consider 

 



Using this definition in practice 

 Think about your sport and the type of physical 
characteristics that are important - height, size and 
shape, limb length, muscle fibre type etc. 

 

 It will give you an advantage if you are physically 
suited to your sport. However we need to be careful 
here as many physical advantages are actually 
developed as a result of what you have done in the 
past. There are also many exceptions to the rule as 
some perceived weaknesses can be overcome by 
developing other areas – Usain Bolt for example was 
told he was too tall to be a 100m sprinter! 

 
 

1. Physical suitability 

 



2. Current performance 

 People often refer to athletes as being talented because they are 
better than others at the moment. Current performance is not good at 
predicting what you can achieve in the future because some early 
advantages are lost over time. To understand why athletes might 
progress at different rates think about your sport and ask;  

• Are they currently gaining an advantage because they have matured 
earlier than others or does the cut-off date for selection mean they are 
competing against  much younger athletes? 

• Do they look good because the talent pool in Scotland is small and 
quality competition is limited? 

• Are they better because they have been doing the sport a lot longer than 
others – perhaps because of the school they go to or a strong family 
influence? 

• Have they developed a well practiced technique that they can get away 
with now but that will not be effective in the future?  

  



Current performance   

 Your current level of performance does provide 

some useful information but it can’t predict the 

future. People progress at different rates and we 

need to accept this. Our focus should be to look 

more closely at why we might have strengths 

and weaknesses in certain areas and use this 

understanding to learn what we need to do to be 

good enough in the future 

  



People develop at different rates! 



3. Mindset 

 Mindset is a belief about ability and where it comes 

from. Carol Dweck from Stanford University has 

identified two types of mindset: fixed and growth. 

While both mindsets are normal, they will have 

different effects on how people learn. 

 

 The focus of our work has been to understand the 

mindset of elite athletes and how mindset can be 

developed. 

 



Mindset behaviours in sport 

 

 

 

 

A fixed mindset athlete A growth mindset athlete 

Believe.. …talent is something you are born with 

and you have it or you don’t   

…talent is a process of learning and is NOT set 

in stone  

Focus ...show off (or hide) your ability ...learning how to develop your ability 

Effort ..believe things will come easily because 

you have talent but there are some 

things you will never be able to do  

…believe anything is possible and see effort 

and understanding as the way to develop skills  

Challenges ..avoid challenges you struggle with 

because they make you look less 

talented  

…embrace challenges as learning opportunities 

whether you can do them YET or not 

Set backs ..give up easily or lack focus in areas that 

you find difficult and stick to what you 

can do 

…persist following setbacks and see it as part 

of the learning process and NOT as a way of 

defining your ability 

Negative 

feedback 

..ignore useful negative feedback as your 

focus is on what you can do 

…learn from criticism and see it as an important 

part of understanding how to improve 

Ownership …feel it’s not your fault if things don’t 

work out 

..understand you need to drive the process 

As a 

result… 

…plateau early and under achieve …maximise potential 



Key point   

 Your mindset will influence how you approach 
the process of developing your skills. We know 
through our work that successful athletes 
approach this process with a growth mindset. 

 

 The good news for everyone is that mindset is 
not set in stone and can be changed – but you 
will need to work on it! 

 

 

  
 

 

 

  

  



So... do you have talent?   

Think about our definition of talent and ask; 

1. Have you developed strengths in key areas that make you 

physically suitable for your sport? 

2. Do you recognise that athletes progress at different rates and 

focus on understanding your current level of performance and 

the development process to help keep you motivated to work 

hard on all the areas you will need to be good at in future? 

3. Do you consistently approach your sport with a growth mindset? 

 Hopefully this makes it clear that being talented is much 

more of a choice than you might think. Can you see why 

Jo Jackson could  become an elite swimmer? 



A final thought....    

   Talent + Development = Outcome 
 

 Think again about the outcome you want to achieve in 

your sport. Many things will impact on the development 

process and some of these you won’t be able to control. 

But there is a lot you can do to influence your talent – 

whether you choose to do it or not is up to you! 

 

 


