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Measuring “Success” as Medal Counts in Japan

Summer Olympics Winter Olympics



How to Repeat Successes 

at High Performance Sport?

写真：ロイター/アフロ



Athlete Development Pathways
are a planned sequence of experiences 

to optimise the phases of athlete development 
from the foundations of movement to sport mastery 

(Kinugasa et al, 2019).



Athlete Development is Multifaceted, Complex, & Dynamic

Adapted from Gulbin and Weissensteiner
(2013), Henriksen (2010), and Kinugasa et al. 
(2019)
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An Evidence-Informed Athlete Development Pathway Framework

Deductive reasoning: Literature review on various 
athlete development models

Inductive reasoning: AIS experiences over 20 years



Review of Athlete Development Pathway Models 

The latest research findings should be able to be 
discarded by athlete development practitioners as 
necessary, taking into account the country, culture, and 
characteristics of the sport etc



Literature review

489
79 

Screened papers

Reviewed papers

JSC practices 

27 NFs

26 Local governments

Original FTEM framework

Published in 2013

Various Projects from 2012 to 2019
平成24～25年度「メダルポテンシャルアスリート育成システム構築事業（文部科学省委託事業）」
平成26年度「２０２０ターゲットエイジ育成・強化プロジェクト（タレント発掘・育成コンソーシアム）（文部科学省委託
事業）」
平成27年度「タレント発掘・育成コンソーシアム事業（JSC競技力向上事業）」
平成28～30年度「アスリートパスウェイの戦略的支援事業（JSC競技力向上事業）」

Development of “The Japanese FTEM” (2012-2019)



The Framework “The Japanese FTEM”

The evidence-informed framework for holistic 
and integrated sport and athlete development 
pathways

Collecting insights from best practices in 
athlete development



Performer
✓Relative age effect
✓Genetic profiles
✓Physical and 

physiological
✓Psychological and 

personality

Environment
✓Birthplace effect
✓ Entourage (eg parents, 

family and coaches)
✓Athlete support (eg jr 

to senior conversion)

Practice and training
✓Deliberate practice (eg 10,000 hr rule)
✓ Early vs late specialization

Profiling of Olympic Multi-Medalists



✓ Having the patience to practice again and again the 
same skills

✓ Showing perseverance and determination when facing 
obstacles

✓ Being autonomous
✓ Being competitive
✓ Showing resilience
✓ Tolerating the pressure during a competition
✓ Remaining totally focused during practice or 

competition

Profiling of Olympians



50% of Paralympic Medalists are Multi-Medalists

Natalie du Toit
(RSA: Swimming)

Beijing 2008
Olympic (OW) 16th
Paralympic 5 Gold medals 
(overall 13 gold)

写真：Action Images/アフロ



Profiling of Olympic and Paralympic Medalists



F (Foundation) T (Talent) E (Elite) M (Mastery)

F1 F2 F3 T1 T2 T3 T4 E1 E2 E3 M

Beginning 
deliberate play 
and learning a 
range of 
foundational 
movement skills 
(running, 
jumping, 
throwing, and 
object control)

Improving and 
enhancing the 
foundational 
movement skills  
through 
physical 
education and 
diverse sport 
experiences 
while having fun

Participating in 
sports-specific 
training and 
competitions by 
taking into 
account growth 
and 
development

Identifying 
promising 
athletes aiming 
for high 
performance 
through sports 
science testing 
and coaches' 
eyes

Confirming 
identified 
talents and 
athletes to 
assess their 
competencies, 
psychological 
skills, 
physiological 
characteristics 
etc

Committing to 
higher training 
volume and 
participating in 
appropriate 
competitions to 
prepare for 
international 
competitions

Achieving 
competition 
results as 
athletes and 
breakthroughs 
are rewarded 
for their efforts

Selected as a 
senior 
representative 
via the national 
team selection 
or gained 
professional 
status

Top 8th finished 
at the most 
recent World 
Championships 
etc

Medals won at 
World 
Championships, 
Olympic Games, 
Paralympic 
Games, etc and 
honors earned 
in professional 
leagues

Sustained multi-
cycle success in 
the world's 
premier 
international 
competitions or 
professional 
leagues

Pathway Development Strategies



3 Types of Talent Identification & Development (TID)



1961 Sports Promotion Act

2000 Basic Plan for the Promotion of Sports

  → Local TID Projects

2011 Basic Act on Sport

2012 Sport Basic Plan

→ JSC Athlete Pathway Development Project

Why National Approach for Talent ID and Athlete Pathways?



Historical development of TID initiatives based on sports 
policies 

Improvement in the local communities with a focus on 
Olympic sports outside of school club activities

A paradigm shift from TID to athlete development pathways

The Review Article on TID in Japan 



Internationally Advocated Practices



A national survey was conducted with 604 talented Japanese 
athletes across 53 sports to identify the characteristics of the 
Japanese compared to internationally advocated practices 
(Kinugasa et al, 2019a)

The transitional trajectory (milestones) of talented Japanese 
athletes revealed in this study broadly parallels previous non-
Asian centric international athlete development research

A Survey of Japanese Youth Athletes



F (Foundation) T (Talent) E (Elite) M (Mastery)

Individual

(Micro)

Sport

(Maso)

System

(Macro)

Talent transfer (Bullock et 
al, 2009; MacNamara & 
Collins, 2015)

Experience in other sports
(Güllich, 2017)

Relative age effect (Cobley 
et al, 2009;Cumming et al, 
2017；Mann & van 
Ginneken, 2017; Smith et 
al, 2018; Turnnidge et al, 
2014)

Birthplace effect
(Turnnidge et al, 2014)

Deliberate practice
(Ericsson et al, 1993)

Deliberate programme
(Bullock et al, 2009)

Deliberate play (Côté 
& Vierimaa, 2014)

Diverse sports 
experience : Sampling 
(Côté & Vierimaa, 
2014; Güllich, 2017)

Quality coaching
(Bergeron et al, 2015; 
Gulbin et al, 2010)

Specialisation (Baker 
et al, 2009; LaPrade et 
al, 2016)

Family support 
(Bergeron et al, 2015; 
Evans et al, 2018; 
Gulbin et al, 2014; 
Lloyd et al, 2016)

To use interdisciplinary research 
designs to identify the overall 
picture of factors and elements 
related to Japanese athlete 
development TID from a large, 
retrospective cohort study.

Hypothesis of The Study



Participants pool: 1,724 Japanese youth athletes at Local TID Projects 
over 26 regions were invited

Survey items were selected based on the hypothesis of this study (187 
items in 23 domains) 
*The reliability and validity of the survey items have been 
demonstrated (0.80 ≤ r ≤ 1.00) in similar previous studies (Güllich & 
Emrich, 2014)

Survey method: mailed the survey form or web-based survey (JOC 
Survey 2014-2018; Hopwood et al, 2013)

Survey period: December 2017 to October 2018

Respondents: 604 respondents from 53 Olympic sports (290 males; 
15.0±2.3 years old, 314 females; 15.1±2.0 years old); Valid response 
rate: 35.0%

Methods



Practical Recommendations for The Talent Stage Athletes

Participations to 
competitions in 

other sports

Opportunities for 
local TID and talent
transfer

Progression based on 
growth and development
（with consideration to 

birth months）

Quality daily training 
environment (with 
consideration to birth 
place) 

Deliberate practice 
and recovery for 
injury prevention

Deliberate planning at 
the transition phases 
(including SSSM support)

Other opportunities 
(Great opportunities)

Deliberate Planning

Expand support 
network (including 
career education)

写真：アフロ

Abdopted from Kinugasa & Yamashita (2023) "The Road to 
Becoming Top Athletes", Total Conditioning Guidelines for 
Athletes, Japan Sport Council, Japan High Performance 
Sports Center, pp. 345



→ JSC Dual Career Survey (2014) analysed data of 281 Olympians

Pathway Trajectories of Japanese HP Athletes

Linear
Pure ascent

Non-linear

Mixed ascent Mixed descent

N 43 98 122

% 15.3% 34.9% 43.4%

Trajectory



Mind The Gap: From Talent to Elite Stages

→ Needs breakthroughs! 

Junior to Senior Transition

Transition trajectories are non-linear (Frank & Stabulova, 2018; Gulbin et al, 2013) 

Transition rate of 20-30% + high drop-out rate? (Franck, 2018; Stambulova, 2009; 
Vanden Auweele et al, 2004)

The transition from junior to senior years is the most difficult transition in an athlete‘s 
career (Stanmbulova, 2000)

Junior (T4 stage at FTEM)

Athletic identity encourages people to 
focus on competition and pays great 
effort in transition (Frank & 
Stambulova, 2019)

Senior (E1 stage at FTEM)

Physical: marginal gain, training 
volume etc
Mental: identity, will etc
Social: visibility etc
Financial: scholarships, sponsors etc
Legal: adulthood, professional contract 
etc



Repeated selection, de-selection, replacements, 
and transfer of athletes through all stages 



Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications （2010）

Birth Rate Declines in the Next 50 Years

16 M
8 M



→ Meta-analysis with 6,096 athletes

The Elite Stage Athletes have Diverse Sporting Experiences 

The Foundation Stage



✓ JPN (Kinugasa & Gulbin, 2021)

The T4 stage athletes start training 
and competing later than the T3 
athletes

The T4 and T3 stage athletes 
experienced more sports than the T2 
athletes
→ ~30% responded as diverse sports 
experiences were “very helpful for 
their current main sport”. 

The Talent Stage Athletes Also have Diverse Sporting Experiences 

✓ SIN (a collaborative research project 
by NYSI and JSC)
Preliminary data from 51 athletes (29 
Canoe/Kayak; 22 Water Polo)

78.4% had multi sport exposure 
before specialisation 
52.9% participated in at least 2 sports 

Proposed FDES framework 



Practical Recommendations for The Foundation Stage Athletes

Basic movements 
as a foundation

Strong support 
from parents

Socio-psychological 
influences by siblings and 
peers

Free play with 
a large group

Diverse sports 
experience

Opportunity for 
specialization

Quality coaching

Preparation as 
autonomous athletes

Entourage

Sampling
Abdopted from Kinugasa & Yamashita (2023) "The Road to 
Becoming Top Athletes", Total Conditioning Guidelines for 
Athletes, Japan Sport Council, Japan High Performance 
Sports Center, pp. 345



F (Foundation) T (Talent) E (Elite) M (Mastery)

F1 F2 F3 T1 T2 T3 T4 E1 E2 E3 M

Beginning 
deliberate play 
and learning a 
range of 
foundational 
movement skills 
(running, 
jumping, 
throwing, and 
object control)

Improving and 
enhancing the 
foundational 
movement skills  
through 
physical 
education and 
diverse sport 
experiences 
while having fun

Participating in 
sports-specific 
training and 
competitions by 
taking into 
account growth 
and 
development

Identifying 
promising 
athletes aiming 
for high 
performance 
through sports 
science testing 
and coaches' 
eyes

Confirming 
identified 
talents and 
athletes to 
assess their 
competencies, 
psychological 
skills, 
physiological 
characteristics 
etc

Committing to 
higher training 
volume and 
participating in 
appropriate 
competitions to 
prepare for 
international 
competitions

Achieving 
competition 
results as 
athletes and 
breakthroughs 
are rewarded 
for their efforts

Selected as a 
senior 
representative 
via the national 
team selection 
or gained 
professional 
status

Top 8th finished 
at the most 
recent World 
Championships 
etc

Medals won at 
World 
Championships, 
Olympic Games, 
Paralympic 
Games, etc and 
honors earned 
in professional 
leagues

Sustained multi-
cycle success in 
the world's 
premier 
international 
competitions or 
professional 
leagues

Communicating with The Common Language



Pathway Models: The Early Adopters



Para-Swimming Pathway Model

Communication tools: 
The use of “the athlete’s 

voice” to inform real athlete 
development pathways

Please access to the video here



Voices on The Pathway Model Development

（Local Coach）

Can set goals and tasks according to the development stages

（Medalist）

（HP Director）

Can visualize the NF activities by using the Japanese FTEM

Can expect what programs are needed to move to the next level 



3rd Sport Basic Plan
Specific measures for "Establishment of Athlete Development 
Pathways“

Support each NF to establish an athlete development pathway that 
integrates the process from talent identification and development 
to high performance, while using "the Japanese FTEM" etc. In doing 
so, give due consideration to the careers of elite athletes after they 
retire.

Provide Evidences for Sports Policy Making



What’s Next?:  Japanese FTEM Roll-out Plan

1.Develop a pathway model 

2. Conduct gap analysis using 
the pathway health check 

3. Provide support and resources 
based on the National Strategic Plan

5.Revise the pathway 
model

l

Sport-specific 
pathway models in 

aligned with the 
National Strategic 

Plans

4. Promote athlete 
development pathways 
initiatives:
Assign a full-time coordinator



Co-design
協働



Co-design needs Joint Up Thinking

Q1. What is required to become Mastery stage athletes?
(What are the bio-psychol-social profiles at each stage?)

Q2. What is needed for talented athletes to move upwards?
(Which pathway factors can facilitate the transitions?)

Q3. How do the multifaced factors interact?
(What are the interrelationships between the pathway 
factors?)

Horizontal thinking  

V
ertical th

in
kin

g



As A Practitioner and Researcher

Practice Evidence

Evidence-informed practice

Practice-informed evidence

Evidence-based practice

Practice-based evidence



Their `real-life’ experiences of high performance athletes 

as “the athlete’s voice” could provide additional insights 

to help refining pathways for the next generation of athletes.

Gulbin et al，2010



Raise The Future 
With The Power of Sport
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