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Resumo 

A presente dissertação teve como objetivo central a caracterização de fatores 

de treino e psicossociais explicativas do processo de desenvolvimento 

desportivo a longo prazo de jogadores de voleibol em Portugal, tendo em 

consideração o seu nível de rendimento e o sexo, bem como o efeito desta 

interação. Recorreu-se a uma metodologia retrospetiva, através de questionário 

e entrevista, para aceder a informação sobre idade de iniciação da prática 

desportiva (geral e específica), tipo de modalidades desportivas praticadas, 

quantidade e o tipo de prática (número e horas de atividades diversificadas e 

voleibol), grau de formalidade da prática (atividades organizadas e não 

organizadas) e o papel dos pais, treinadores e amigos ao longo do seu 

desenvolvimento. Os resultados revelaram que os voleibolistas em estudo, no 

seu geral, efetivaram uma participação desportiva inicial diversificada, 

sustentada por um apoio importante dos pais, treinadores e amigos. O percurso 

dos jogadores de nível de rendimento elevado, em ambos os sexos, destacou-

se por (1) especialização mais tardia no voleibol, (2) quantidade superior de 

prática, (3) participação superior em atividades informais específicas, (4) maior 

envolvimento em atividades desportivas formais e informais com pares mais 

velhos. As jogadoras de nível de rendimento elevado diferenciaram-se por 

experienciarem mais modalidades desportivas individuais e por serem mais 

altas numa fase inicial da sua carreira. No que concerne ao fatores 

psicossociais, o percurso dos jogadores de nível de rendimento elevado 

distinguiu-se por (1) envolvimento parental comedido e autonomia sustentada, 

(2) clima de treino baseado na exigência, rigor e constante evasão da “zona de 

conforto” proporcionados por treinadores e colegas de equipa, e (3) suporte 

dos amigos na gestão do stress emergente do treino e competição. Estas 

evidências fornecem indicadores relevantes para a orientação de programas de 

desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo, nomeadamente no voleibol, 

reforçando a necessidade de abordagens multidisciplinares nesta área de 

investigação.  

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: DESENVOLVIMENTO DO ATLETA, EXPERTISE, 

TALENTO, FATORES DE TREINO E PSICOSSOCIAIS, VOLEIBOL. 
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Abstract 

The main purpose of this dissertation was to characterize training and 

psychosocial factors that explain the long-term athlete development process of 

Portuguese volleyball players, taking into account the interaction between their 

expertise level and gender. Based on a retrospective methodology (interview 

and questionnaire), we examined the age of first sport and volleyball 

participation, the type of sports practised, the quantity and type of practice 

(number and hours of different sport activities and volleyball), the formality of 

practice (organized and unorganized activities) and the role of parents, coaches 

and peers throughout players’ development. The findings revealed that 

generally players had an early-diversified sport involvement, sustained by an 

important support of parents, coaches and peers. However, elite players had (1) 

a later specialization in volleyball, (2) a greater quantity of practice, (3) a greater 

involvement in informal activities, and (4) a greater involvement in formal and 

informal activities with older peers. Moreover, elite female players participated 

in more individual sports and were taller than peers/teammates during the early 

stages of their development in comparison to less elite female players. 

Concerning to psychosocial factors, the pathway of elite players is 

characterized by (1) a moderate parental involvement and a supportive-

autonomy parenting style, (2) a demanding, rigorous and challenging training 

environment provided by coaches and teammates, which constantly 

encouraged players to work outside their comfort zone, and (3) a positive 

friend’s support to deal with the pressure of training and competition. This 

evidence provided important information to guide the design of long-term 

athlete developmental programs, specifically in volleyball, highlighting the need 

to consider a multidisciplinary approach in the study of athlete development. 

 

KEY WORDS: ATHLETE DEVELOPMENT, EXPERTISE, TALENT, TRAINING 

AND PSYCHOSOCIAL FACTORES, VOLLEYBALL 
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1.1. Justificação e pertinência do estudo 

A sociedade do século XXI destaca-se por uma evolução acelerada 

resultante dos efeitos da globalização, onde a divulgação e o progresso do 

conhecimento se reflete numa sociedade altamente competitiva e confinada à 

exigência da diferenciação. O desporto constitui um exemplo categórico deste 

panorama, sendo evidente a busca constante de desempenhos superiores, da 

superação de resultados de outrora, e, portanto, do alcance da excelência. 

Deste modo, as ciências do desporto não ficaram indiferentes ao avanço 

vertiginoso da performance desportiva, pelo que muitos investigadores 

debruçaram a sua atenção sobre o estudo da excelência no desporto. 

Esta atraente temática remete-nos para Sir Francis Galton1  e a sua 

célebre expressão “Nature vs. Nurture” (Galton, 1874), a qual integra a 

argumentação do papel das características inatas (genes) e do envolvimento 

no poder de diferenciação humana. Desde então, tem-se mantido um debate 

científico aceso sobressaindo posições antagónicas sobre as razões 

explicativas do desempenho humano de excelência. Enquanto que uns 

investigadores defendem o papel da componente genética no alcance de 

elevados níveis de rendimento (Baharloo, Service, & Risch, 2000; Gregerson, 

Kowalsky, & Kohn, 1999), outros sugerem que este processo resulta da 

aprendizagem e consequente desenvolvimento advindos das constantes 

interações com o contexto onde os sujeitos se encontram inseridos (Côté, 

Baker, & Abernethy, 2003; Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romër, 1993; Helsen, 

Starkes, & Hodges, 1998; Hodge & Deakin, 1998). O intricado e complexo 

processo inerente ao desenvolvimento da excelência remete-nos, assim, para 

uma pluralidade de fatores que se influenciam e complementam, os quais 

encenam, por si só, a dificuldade do seu estudo.  

No que concerne ao contexto desportivo em específico, facilmente 

compreendemos que a consecução de desempenhos superiores não se 

                                                        
1 O interesse nesta área proveio da obra publicada pelo seu primo, Charles Darwin, intitulada “The Origin 
of Species” (1859), onde sugere que a biologia é a razão explicativa para o alcance do sucesso. Este 
trabalho marcou o inicio de uma dedicação exaustiva de Francis Galton ao estudo sobre a variação na 
população humana e as respetivas implicações para as suas realizações. 
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alcança possuindo somente atributos genéticos, mas possivelmente 

conjugando estes fatores com uma experiência considerável de prática 

desportiva (Ericsson et al., 1993). A este nível, a investigação tem claramente 

demonstrado a importância dos fatores de treino enquanto poderosas 

influências no desenvolvimento do atleta e, consequentemente, da excelência 

no desporto (e.g. Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003a; Baker, Côté, & Deakin, 

2005b; Berry, Abernethy, & Côté, 2008; Ward, Hodges, Starkes, & Williams, 

2007). De facto, as evidências empíricas assentam que a quantidade e o tipo 

de prática balizam o desenvolvimento do atleta (Baker et al., 2005b; Berry et 

al., 2008; Ford, Ward, Hodges, & Williams, 2009; Helsen et al., 1998; Memmert, 

Baker, & Bertsch, 2010). No entanto, considerando que o atleta se desenvolve 

perante um contexto recheado de relações interpessoais, os investigadores 

têm alertado igualmente para a pertinência de se considerar o papel das 

influências sociais, enquanto fatores determinantes neste processo. Dada a 

pertinência destes vetores, a influência dos fatores de treino e psicossociais no 

desenvolvimento do atleta serão, assim, os aspetos charneira desta 

dissertação. 

Nas últimas décadas, os investigadores têm proposto uma diversidade 

de modelos explicativos do desenvolvimento do atleta, onde emergiram duas 

abordagens conceptuais distintas, nomeadamente os modelos dedicados ao 

estudo do desenvolvimento do talento (Abbott & Collins, 2004; Bailey & Morley, 

2006; Bloom, 1985; Côté, 1999; Henriksen, Stambulova, & Roessler, 2010; 

Salmela, 1994) e os modelos que procuram compreender as transições 

existentes na carreira do atleta (Stambulova, 1994; Wylleman & Lavallee, 

2004). Pese embora a pertinência dos respetivos constructos teóricos, o 

Modelo Desenvolvimental de Participação Desportiva (MDPD), desenvolvido 

por Côté e colaboradores (Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2003; Côté, Baker, & 

Abernethy, 2007), constitui a conceptualização mais proeminente na literatura 

(Bruner, Erickson, Wilson, & Côté, 2010), o modelo mais citado pelos 

investigadores (Bruner, Erickson, McFadden, & Côté, 2009; Bruner et al., 2010) 

e sobre o qual mais investigação empírica se tem realizado (e.g. J. Baker et al., 

2005b; Berry et al., 2008; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2008a; Wall & Côté, 
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2007; Wright & Côté, 2003). Este modelo destaca-se por tentar compreender o 

desenvolvimento do atleta integrando a pessoa e o contexto onde ela se 

desenvolve (Côté, Murphy-Mills, & Abernethy, 2012), o que o leva a incorporar 

não somente o efeito dos fatores de treino (i.e. quantidade e tipo de prática), 

mas, igualmente, o poder das influências psicossociais (i.e. apoio dos pais, 

treinadores e amigos) no desenvolvimento do atleta. O destaque conferido 

deve-se, particularmente, à facilidade em analisar e testar as variáveis que o 

integram, permitindo avançar para compreensões mais sólidas do 

desenvolvimento do atleta, onde se realça, por exemplo, a comparação de 

percursos desportivos entre atletas e a identificação de fatores que contribuem 

para o estabelecimento de diferenças individuais no alcance da excelência. 

Fruto da investigação realizada ao longo da última década, o MDPD 

sugere três trajetórias distintas sobre as quais o atleta se pode desenvolver, 

nomeadamente (1) a participação de âmbito recreativo através de uma 

diversificação desportiva inicial e jogo deliberado2; (2) a performance de alto 

rendimento com base numa diversificação desportiva inicial e jogo deliberado; 

e (3) a performance de alto rendimento com base na especialização precoce e 

prática deliberada3. As etapas constituintes de cada trajetória baseiam-se em 

alterações no tipo e na quantidade de desportos praticados e respetivo volume 

de prática, levando a diferentes consequências para o desenvolvimento 

desportivo a longo prazo do atleta, sendo estas particularmente ao nível da 

performance, da continuidade desportiva e do desenvolvimento social e 

pessoal (Côté et al., 2012).  

A investigação empírica centrada no MDPD tem procurado compreender 

quais os pontos de convergência e divergência existentes no percurso 

desportivo de atletas de nível de rendimento diferenciado, atendendo, 

particularmente, à análise da quantidade e tipo de prática efetuada pelos 

respetivos ao longo do seu desenvolvimento (Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003b; 

Baker et al., 2005b; Baker, Côté, & Deakin, 2006; Barreiros, Côté, & Fonseca, 

                                                        
2 Atividade desportiva de cariz informal, monitorizada pelas crianças, onde o principal objetivo se situa na 
maximização do divertimento e do prazer na sua prática. 
3 Prática altamente específica e estruturada, que requer esforço e concentração, não implica prazer 
imediato, e tem como principal objetivo a maximização do rendimento. 
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2013; Berry et al., 2008). Em função destas evidências, os investigadores têm 

indicado que o alcance da expertise 4  se pode concretizar através de dois 

percursos desportivos distintos, nomeadamente, a especialização precoce 

(Ford et al., 2009; Law, Côté, & Ericsson, 2007) ou um envolvimento desportivo 

inicial diversificado (Baker et al., 2005b; Barreiros et al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas 

et al., 2008a; Soberlack & Côté, 2003), plasmado nas trajetórias (3) e (2) do 

MDPD, respetivamente.  

A noção de especialização precoce advém das premissas enunciadas 

pela Teoria da Prática deliberada (Ericsson et al., 1993) que indicam a 

existência de uma forte relação entre o número de horas de prática deliberada5 

e o nível de performance alcançado, sugerindo, assim, que a probabilidade de 

um indivíduo alcançar a expertise aumenta quando mais cedo iniciar o seu 

investimento neste tipo de prática. Diversos estudos têm comprovado a relação 

existente entre o investimento precoce numa só atividade desportiva e numa 

prática altamente especializada e o alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento 

(Ford et al., 2009; Hodges & Starkes, 1996; Ward et al., 2007). No entanto, a 

investigação empírica mais recente (e.g. Barreiros et al., 2013; Berry et al., 

2008; Gulbin, Oldenziel, Weissensteiner, & Gagné, 2010; Hayman, Polman, 

Taylor, Hemmings, & Borkoles, 2011; Leite & Sampaio, 2012) tem igualmente 

demonstrado que os atletas que vivenciam uma prática desportiva inicial 

diversificada, caracterizada por uma participação em diversos desportos e um 

envolvimento em jogo deliberado, continuam a alcançar patamares elevados 

de rendimento, sugerindo que este percurso desportivo não limita o alcance da 

expertise no desporto e pode, inclusivamente, revelar-se benéfico para o 

desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo do atleta (Baker, 2003; Baker, 

Cobley, & Fraser-Thomas, 2009; Côté, Lidor, & Hackfort, 2009; Côté et al., 

2012). Por seu turno, os investigadores têm alertado para os perigos da 

                                                        
4  Refere-se às características, habilidades e conhecimentos que distinguem os atletas de nível de 
rendimento elevado, de todos os outros atletas (Ericsson, 2006). 
5  Ericsson e colaboradores (1993) observaram que os violinistas de nível de rendimento superior 
acumularam cerca de 10,000 horas de prática deliberada. Este resultado foi erroneamente interpretado na 
literatura, levando à origem da “regra das 10,000 horas”, onde alguns os investigadores indicaram ser 
esta a condição para o alcance da expertise. Contudo, a investigação tem demonstrado que os atletas 
alcançam a expertise acumulando somente entre 4,000 a 6,000 horas de prática específica e estruturada 
(e.g. Berry et al., 2008; Baker et al., 2003b; Soberlack & Côté, 2003), sugerindo a existência de outro tipo 
de atividades que possam contribuir de igual forma para o alcance de desempenhos superiores no 
desporto. 
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especialização precoce, associando este percurso a diversas consequências 

negativas, tais como a ocorrência prematura de lesões, o decréscimo do prazer 

durante a prática e o abando precoce da prática desportiva (Baker, 2003; Baker 

et al., 2009; Law et al., 2007; Wiersma, 2000), o que os leva a repensar sobre a 

sua eficiência para o desenvolvimento do atleta.  

No que concerne ao tipo de prática efetuada, diversos investigadores 

têm procurado compreender o papel da prática deliberada no desenvolvimento 

da excelência no desporto (e.g. Hayman, Polman, Borkoles, & Taylor, 2013; 

Helsen et al., 1998; Hodge & Deakin, 1998; Hodges & Starkes, 1996; Ward et 

al., 2007), atestando uma importância acrescida deste tipo de prática para o 

desenvolvimento de determinadas habilidades desportivas (físicas, técnicas, 

táticas, cognitivas). No entanto, a investigação tem reconhecido que a prática 

deliberada parece não ser o único tipo de atividade que contribui para o 

alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento, atribuindo ao jogo deliberado um 

papel igualmente relevante no desenvolvimento do atleta e no alcance de 

elevados níveis de rendimento (Côté et al., 2003, 2007; Côté et al., 2012; Ford 

et al., 2009; Soberlack & Côté, 2003). A liberdade e flexibilidade inerentes à 

estrutura deste tipo de prática levam à conceção de ambientes de 

aprendizagem implícita ajustados às necessidades das próprias crianças, o 

que promove o desenvolvimento de um reportório motor alargado e um lugar 

por excelência para a criança expor a sua criatividade (Côté, Erickson, & 

Abernethy, 2013; Memmert et al., 2010; Wood, 2013). Pese embora a literatura 

reconheça a importância deste tipo de atividades, a atenção dirigida para o seu 

estudo é comparativamente menor quando comparado com a investigação 

realizada sobre a prática deliberada (Côté et al., 2013). 

Apesar da legitimidade destes dois tipos de atividades (i.e. prática 

deliberada e jogo deliberado) para o alcance da expertise no contexto 

desportivo, a sua perspetiva antagónica e fracionada revela-se redutora 

quando consideramos a panóplia de atividades que as crianças podem 

vivenciar no contexto desportivo. Para além disso, os investigadores têm 

alertado para a dificuldade na identificação de atividades que cumpram 
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exatamente com todos os pressupostos indicados nas respetivas definições 

originais (Davids, 2000). Mais se acrescenta que esta perspetiva apenas 

converge a investigação para uma descrição do tipo de atividades (por 

exemplo, prática deliberada e jogo deliberado) efetuadas ao longo do 

desenvolvimento do atleta, falhando na análise de outros fatores que podem 

influenciar a qualidade da respetiva prática (i.e. tipo de modalidades praticadas, 

grau de formalidade da prática, fatores contextuais da prática, etc.). A este 

respeito, urge, portanto, aceder à análise do tipo de prática através de outras 

lentes que permitam caracterizar da melhor forma o envolvimento desportivo do 

atleta e compreender o papel de outros fatores intrínsecos a essa prática que 

podem igualmente contribuir para o desenvolvimento do atleta e para o alcance 

da expertise. 

Para além da caracterização dos percursos desportivos com base na 

quantidade e tipo de prática realizada, o MDPD integra, desde a sua primeira 

versão (proposta por Côté em 1999) o papel das influências psicossociais no 

processo explicativo do desenvolvimento do atleta. O modelo considera que as 

relações pessoais vividas pelo atleta ao longo do seu desenvolvimento 

constituem uma poderosa influência na determinação da qualidade das 

experiências desportivas, atribuindo, assim, aos pais, treinadores e amigos 

uma papel central neste processo pela relação direta que estabelecem com o 

atleta (Côté, 1999, 2002; Côté et al., 2003; Côté & Hay, 2002). A integração 

destas variáveis em função do tempo (i.e. ao longo do desenvolvimento do 

atleta) permite-nos, assim, perspetivar a alteração de comportamentos que 

estes agentes adotam, bem como a sua influência na promoção ou restrição do 

acesso a patamares elevados de rendimento.  

No que concerne à influência dos pais, o modelo sugere a importância 

elevada destes agentes nos primeiros anos de desenvolvimento do atleta ao 

proporcionarem as mais diversas oportunidades de prática desportiva aos seus 

filhos, bem como todas as condições necessárias para a sua concretização (i.e. 

pagamento de mensalidades, fornecimento de material desportivo, transportes, 

alimentação, etc.) e a promoção de um ambiente positivo em volta da sua 

participação desportiva (Barreiros et al., 2013; Côté et al., 2003; Fraser-
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Thomas et al., 2008a; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2008b; Fraser-Thomas, 

Strachan, & Jeffery-Tosoni, 2013). No entanto, com o decorrer do 

desenvolvimento do atleta, o apoio emocional e a facilitação do melhor 

ambiente possível para um desenvolvimento desportivo de excelência parece 

ser a grande função destes agentes (Barreiros et al., 2013; Côté et al., 2003; 

Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a; Lauer, Gould, Roman, & Pierce, 2010a, 2010b).  

Para além dos pais, o MDPD indica a importância dos treinadores na 

fomentação de experiências desportivas positivas e na promoção do alcance 

de patamares elevados de rendimento (Côté et al., 2003; Côté, Bruner, 

Erickson, Strachan, & Fraser-Thomas, 2010). Nos primeiros anos da 

participação desportiva do atleta, o treinador é frequentemente caracterizado 

pela delicadeza, amabilidade e carinho demonstrado para com o atleta, bem 

como pela determinação de um ambiente de treino divertido e cativante, sendo 

este clima de aprendizagem reconhecido como um forte preditor da motivação 

e da continuidade da prática desportiva do atleta (Côté et al., 2003; Fraser-

Thomas & Côté, 2009; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b). Contrariamente, 

nas etapas posteriores do desenvolvimento do atleta, a sua principal função 

situa-se ao nível da promoção de um ambiente de trabalho que concorra para o 

alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento, sendo a sua influência observada 

ao nível dos objetivos estabelecidos, da programação do treino, da instrução 

fornecida, da postura e dos comportamentos adotados ao longo deste 

processo (Barreiros et al., 2013; Deakin & Cobley, 2003; Fraser-Thomas et al., 

2008a, 2008b).  

Finalmente, o MDPD considera o papel relevante que os amigos 

possuem ao longo do desenvolvimento do atleta, ao se constituírem uma das 

principais razões para o início da prática desportiva de crianças e jovens, e 

serem, de igual forma, importantes no estabelecimento de uma prática 

desportiva regular (Bruner, Eys, & Turnnidge, 2013; Chan, Lonsdale, & Fung, 

2012; Côté, 2002; Côté et al., 2003; Fitzgerald, Fitzgerald, & Aherne, 2012). 

Nos anos posteriores do desenvolvimento do atleta, os amigos que se 

encontram fora do enquadramento desportivo constatam-se importantes fontes 

de apoio ao satisfazerem as necessidades emocionais e motivacionais do 
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atleta (Barreiros et al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a; Jõesaar, Hein, & 

Hagger, 2011; Keegan, Spray, Harwood, & Lavallee, 2010). Pese embora a 

pertinência destas evidências, a verdade é que muitas incertezas persistem 

sobre a influência dos comportamentos dos pais, treinadores e amigos ao 

longo das diversas fases de desenvolvimento do atleta. A dimensão inerente às 

influências psicossociais constitui-se, assim, o constructo do MDPD claramente 

menos explorado até à data. Deste modo, importa aprofundar as tendências 

gerais evidenciadas pela investigação empírica no que concerne ao apoio 

destes agentes sociais no desenvolvimento do atleta, particularmente 

recorrendo à potencialidade de análise de metodologias qualitativas. 

Os estudos empíricos dedicados ao estudo do desenvolvimento do 

atleta e da expertise no desporto têm maioritariamente analisado atletas de 

níveis de rendimento diferenciado (i.e. experts vs não-experts) (e.g. Baker et 

al., 2003a; Law et al., 2007; Leite, Baker, & Sampaio, 2009). A pertinência 

destes estudos justifica-se pela necessidade de identificar pontos de 

convergência e de divergência nos percursos desportivos efetuados por esses 

atletas, de forma a compreender as razões explicativas do alcance de 

patamares de rendimento superiores. Curiosamente, a globalidade destes 

estudos não considera o sexo dos participantes enquanto fator diferenciador 

dos percursos desportivos dos atletas. Perante um contexto de realização 

como o desporto, a contemplação das diferenças existentes nas singularidades 

entre homem e mulher parece justificar-se no sentido de evitar a tradicional 

prevalência da cultura masculina na orientação de programas que visam o 

desenvolvimento do atleta. Mais se acrescenta que estes vetores (i.e. sexo e 

nível de rendimento do jogador) por não se constituírem indicadores 

independentes, o estudo da sua interação poderá nos encaminhar para 

entendimentos mais específicos e pormenorizados sobre o desenvolvimento do 

atleta. Pese embora a pertinência desta constatação, a verdade é que a 

interação do sexo e do nível de rendimento do atleta tem sido largamente 

desconsiderada pela investigação empírica centrada nesta temática. 
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Para além disso, o estudo do desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo 

tem sido escrutinado através da análise de percursos desportivos de atletas 

provenientes de diversas modalidades (e.g. Baker et al., 2003b; Barreiros et al., 

2013; Leite et al., 2009), desconsiderando as diferenças impostas pela 

especificidade de cada desporto. Apesar da importância destas evidências 

para o estabelecimento de quadros teóricos relevantes para a temática, a 

verdade é que se encontra uma dificuldade acrescida em aceder às 

idiossincrasias do processo de desenvolvimento de cada modalidade 

desportiva. Quando indagamos sobre o percurso desportivo dos jogadores de 

voleibol, facilmente percebemos a existência de um défice de estudos na 

literatura dedicados somente à análise desta modalidade. A investigação 

existente (Barreiros et al., 2013; Leite et al., 2009), considera uma análise 

simultânea do desenvolvimento de atletas provenientes de uma multiplicidade 

de modalidades desportivas (onde o voleibol se encontra incluído), o que limita 

o nosso entendimento acerca do percurso específico dos jogadores de voleibol. 

Deste modo, o nosso conhecimento carece de indicadores válidos, singulares e 

detalhados sobre o desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo dos jogadores 

de voleibol. 

 

1.2. Problema e Objetivos do Estudo 

Nas últimas décadas, diversos foram os investigadores que se 

dedicaram ao estudo do desenvolvimento, aquisição e manutenção da 

excelência no desporto, procurando oferecer um entendimento cientificamente 

válido sobre os fatores que determinam a otimização do desenvolvimento 

desportivo do atleta e que conduzem à expertise (Abernethy & Côté, 2007; 

Côté et al., 2003; Ericsson et al., 1993; Starkes, 2003; Ward et al., 2007; 

Williams & Ford, 2008). No que concerne à investigação desenvolvida até à 

data em torno do MDPD, foi possível estabelecer um enquadramento teórico 

robusto sobre as rotas percorridas pelos atletas no desporto, propondo com 

clarividência indicadores sobre a quantidade (i.e. número de horas e número 

de desportos) e o tipo de prática (i.e. prática deliberada e jogo deliberado) 
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efetuada, bem como as influências psicossociais ao longo do seu 

desenvolvimento (Baker et al., 2005b, 2006; Baker & Horton, 2004; Berry et al., 

2008; Davids & Baker, 2007). Pese embora a pertinência do conhecimento 

gerado até então, a adoção de uma perspetiva diferenciada sobre a análise 

destas variáveis poderá conduzir a um leque de conhecimentos mais alargado 

e sustentado sobre o desenvolvimento do atleta. O aprofundamento deste 

fenómeno pode, por exemplo, ocorrer através da análise da natureza das 

modalidades desportivas praticadas (por exemplo, modalidades desportivas 

individuais, coletivas, desportos de combate) ou da formalidade da prática (i.e. 

atividades organizadas e não-organizadas), conhecimento este que poderá 

contribuir para solidificarmos o nosso entendimento acerca dos fatores 

diferenciadores do percurso desportivo dos atletas. Por seu turno, e na medida 

em que a riqueza do envolvimento de prática é determinada pelas 

características dos outros participantes, urge avançar para entendimentos mais 

detalhados acerca do contexto onde as respetivas se desenvolvem, no sentido 

de compreender de que forma as características inerentes a essa prática (i.e. 

com quem se pratica e quem atua nesse envolvimento) condicionam a 

qualidade das respetivas experiências.  

Mais se acrescenta que a grande maioria dos estudos empíricos 

considera somente o nível de rendimento dos jogadores enquanto variável 

diferenciadora do percurso desportivo dos atletas, descartando-se, assim a 

influência do sexo dos atletas e a sua interação com o nível de rendimento dos 

respetivos numa caraterização mais pormenorizada do desenvolvimento do 

atleta. 

Apesar do número elevado de evidências que caracterizam o processo 

de desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo, raros são os estudos que se 

dedicam à análise de uma só modalidade desportiva, sendo este lacuna ainda 

mais agravada no se refere especificamente ao Voleibol. Os estudos existentes 

nesta modalidade (Barreiros et al., 2013; Leite et al., 2009) analisam uma 

panóplia de outras atividades desportivas em simultâneo, o que dificulta a 

elaboração de um entendimento específico e pormenorizado acerca das 
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idiossincrasias que determinam o desenvolvimento dos atletas de cada 

modalidade, em particular, no voleibol. 

Adicionalmente, verifica-se a inexistência de um plano de preparação 

desportiva a longo prazo cientificamente fundamentado para os jogadores de 

voleibol neste país, o que em muito tem contribuído para uma inércia do 

desenvolvimento da modalidade e para a dificuldade observada nos seus 

processos de deteção e seleção de talentos. Deste modo, esta dissertação 

constituirá uma investigação pioneira ao explorar o percurso desportivo dos 

jogadores de voleibol no contexto português, fornecendo, de igual forma, um 

contributo importante para o domínio da prática ao partilhar um conhecimento 

cientificamente válido, coerente e sustentado sobre a formação destes atletas, 

permitindo, assim, elucidar acerca de condutas apropriadas a desenvolver por 

parte de treinadores, clubes e sistemas desportivos no que concerne ao 

desenvolvimento do jogador de voleibol. 

Em conformidade, o propósito geral da presente dissertação consiste na 

caracterização dos fatores de treino e psicossociais que determinam o 

processo de desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo dos jogadores de 

voleibol em Portugal, tendo em consideração a interação do seu nível de 

rendimento e sexo. Para tal, foram estipulados os seguintes objetivos 

específicos: 

a) Indagar quais os pontos de convergência e divergência no percurso 

desportivo de jogadores de voleibol relativamente à idade de iniciação da 

prática desportiva (geral e específica), o tipo de modalidades desportivas 

praticadas e a quantidade de prática efetuada; 

b) Analisar o percurso desportivo de jogadores de voleibol no que 

concerne à quantidade e tipo de prática efetuada (número e horas de 

atividades diversificadas e voleibol), bem como a idade e a altura dos 

jogadores em relação aos pares nessa prática desportiva; 
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 c) Averiguar os pontos comuns e as singularidades no percurso 

desportivo dos jogadores de voleibol no que concerne à formalidade da prática 

realizada (atividades organizadas e não-organizadas); 

d) Examinar o papel dos agentes sociais, nomeadamente pais, 

treinadores e amigos, ao longo do desenvolvimento de jogadores de voleibol. 

 

1.3. Estrutura da Dissertação 

A presente dissertação foi elaborada segundo as normas e orientações 

para a redação e a apresentações de dissertações da Faculdade de Desporto 

da Universidade do Porto (FADEUP, 2009). A configuração adotada aproxima-

se do modelo escandinavo, que pressupõe uma “coleção” de artigos prontos 

para publicação em revistas com revisão de pares e, se possível, indexadas e 

com fator de impacto (FADEUP, 2009). A respetiva opção justifica-se pelo facto 

de potenciar a aquisição e o desenvolvimento progressivo de competências 

específicas, não somente relativas ao domínio do conhecimento em questão, 

mas igualmente no que se refere à capacidade de produção científica. 

Adicionalmente, o processo inerente à publicação científica, que compreende a 

elaboração de estudos, a submissão, a revisão de pares e a publicação, 

permite desenvolver um espaço crítico de ação que fomenta a partilha de 

ideias e a promoção de uma qualidade acrescida do trabalho efetuado. A 

presente dissertação está, assim, organizada em quatro capítulos distintos que 

espelham as fases da sua construção. 

O capítulo I situa a introdução da presente dissertação, onde se 

apresenta o enquadramento teórico e legitima a relevância da temática em 

estudo. Para além disso, são ainda expostos os problemas de pesquisa e os 

propósitos deste estudo, bem como a esquematização do trabalho a 

desenvolver. 

O capítulo II é dedicado a uma componente teórica, onde se apresentam 

dois artigos dirigidos à síntese reflexiva da bibliografia recolhida sobre o tema. 

O primeiro artigo de revisão intitula-se “In pursuit of excellence in sport: A 
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review of developmental sport activities throughout athlete development” e 

surge da necessidade de obter um conhecimento sistemático sobre o estado 

da arte centrado nas determinantes de cariz desportivo. Deste modo, procura-

se realizar um levantamento do conhecimento existente sobre a influência da 

quantidade e do tipo de prática no desenvolvimento do atleta e no alcance da 

excelência, destacando, ainda, algumas potenciais lacunas metodológicas 

vigentes neste campo de investigação.  

O segundo artigo de revisão denomina-se “A influência da família e dos 

amigos na participação desportiva de crianças e jovens: bases para a 

promoção do talento desportivo” e espelha a necessidade de averiguarmos o 

conhecimento existente sobre as determinantes de cariz psicossocial no estudo 

do desenvolvimento do atleta. Particularmente, procura-se revisitar o estado da 

arte sobre a influência dos outros significativos, particularmente da família e 

dos amigos, na participação desportiva de crianças e jovens, procurando 

compreender de que forma estes agentes contribuem para a promoção de uma 

prática desportiva comprometida e sustentada capaz de alicerçar o 

desenvolvimento do talento desportivo. Estes dois artigos de revisão 

funcionam, assim, enquanto base teórica sustentada que permite auxiliar o 

desenho e desenvolvimento dos estudos empíricos subsequentes. 

O capítulo III integra a componente empírica da dissertação, 

comportando quatro estudos dedicados à obtenção de um mapeamento sobre 

o percurso desportivo efetuado pelos jogadores de voleibol. O primeiro estudo 

empírico intitula-se “Patterns of Sport Participation in Portuguese Volleyball 

Players According to Expertise Level and Gender” e remete para uma análise 

exploratória da participação desportiva dos jogadores de voleibol, onde 

procuramos obter uma visão macro das determinantes desportivas presentes 

ao longo do percurso desportivo destes jogadores. Deste modo, o recurso a um 

questionário retrospetivo permite-nos aceder a uma porção mais alargada de 

informação (n=229) relativamente à quantidade (número de desportos e 

número de horas) e ao tipo de prática (i.e. tipo de modalidades praticadas) 

efetuada pelos jogadores. A análise destas variáveis em função da interação 

do nível competitivo e o género traduz a principal novidade deste artigo. Para 
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além de nos fornecer uma visão global das experiências desportivas dos 

jogadores, a informação resultante deste estudo possui igualmente uma função 

norteadora relevante para o delineamento dos restantes estudos empíricos, 

particularmente aqueles que exploram as varáveis de cariz desportivo. 

O segundo estudo empírico, de seu título “The development of expertise 

in volleyball: maturational and training factors”, recorre a uma entrevista 

retrospetiva semi-estruturada para explorar mais pormenorizadamente as 

experiências desportivas realizadas pelos jogadores de voleibol (n=60) ao 

longo do seu desenvolvimento. Deste modo, este artigo surge não somente 

como um complemento ao conhecimento empírico adquirido no estudo anterior, 

mas, também, como uma tentativa de proporcionar algumas respostas às 

inquietações encontradas na revisão da literatura efetuada no capítulo II. Com 

este estudo, procuramos, assim, uma compreensão mais pormenorizada sobre 

os padrões de treino dos jogadores, onde para além de analisarmos a 

quantidade (número e horas) e o tipo de prática (atividades diversificadas e 

voleibol) efetuados ao longo do desenvolvimento, procuramos, também, 

perceber a influência das características maturacionais dos jogadores, tais 

como a idade e a altura, no decurso das respetivas experiências e a sua 

relação com o alcance da expertise no voleibol. Este estudo vem, assim, 

ampliar o conhecimento disponível nesta área de investigação ao considerar 

outros fatores, para além da quantidade e do tipo de prática, que podem ser 

igualmente importantes para o entendimento sobre o desenvolvimento do 

atleta. 

O terceiro estudo empírico denomina-se “The role of formal and informal 

sport activities in the development of volleyball players” e busca uma análise 

das experiências desportivas dos voleibolistas portugueses ao longo do seu 

desenvolvimento considerando a formalidade da prática (i.e. envolvimento em 

atividades organizadas e não organizadas). Recorrendo, mais uma vez, a uma 

entrevista retrospetiva, 60 jogadores de voleibol forneceram informação acerca 

dos padrões de prática realizada ao longo do seu desenvolvimento. A utilização 

de uma metodologia mista constitui-se uma sobrevalia deste estudo, uma vez 
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que a conjugação de informação quantitativa e qualitativa nos permitiu aceder 

a uma perspetiva complementar do desenvolvimento dos jogadores de voleibol. 

Finalmente, o quarto estudo empírico intitula-se “Exploring the 

psychosocial patterns in volleyball players development” e justifica-se pela 

necessidade de considerarmos uma perspetiva holística e multidisciplinar no 

estudo do desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo do atleta. Neste sentido, 

este estudo procura explorar as influências psicossociais na participação 

desportiva dos jogadores de voleibol, particularmente o papel dos pais, 

treinadores e amigos no alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento nesta 

modalidade. O recurso a uma metodologia mista, onde se integrou informação 

de ordem quantitativa e qualitativa, perspetivou aprofundar o papel destes 

agentes no desenvolvimento dos jogadores de voleibol. 

O capítulo IV incorpora as considerações finais, alicerçadas nas 

conclusões parcelares dos estudos empíricos realizados. Para o efeito, 

interpretam-se, relacionam-se e sintetizam-se os resultados obtidos, com o 

propósito de se obter uma visão global e complementar do desenvolvimento 

desportivo dos jogadores de voleibol em Portugal. Neste capítulo, destacam-

se, ainda, os caminhos a explorar em futuras investigações, sugestões estas 

que emergem com o intuito de contribuir para a ampliação do corpo de 

conhecimentos sobre as temáticas abordadas. Finalmente, indicam-se 

recomendações para o domínio da prática, particularmente direcionadas para a 

consecução de programas desportivos coerentes e sustentados que promovam 

não somente o alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento, mas igualmente o 

desenvolvimento positivo dos jovens através do desporto. 

A bibliografia referente a cada capítulo é apresentada no final do 

mesmo. A bibliografia relativa a cada estudo é apresentada no seu final em 

concordância com as normas da revista a que foram submetidos. A tabela 1 

apresenta o quadro sinótico da estrutura e dos conteúdos incluídos na presente 

dissertação, no qual se designa o tipo de estudo, o respetivo título, os autores 

e a revista de publicação ou submissão. 
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Tabela 1 – Quadro sinótico da estrutura e dos conteúdos incluídos na presente dissertação 

Capítulo I Introdução 

 
Introdução abrangendo a justificação e pertinência do estudo, 
problemas de pesquisa, objetivos do estudo e estrutura da 
dissertação 

Capítulo II Estudos de Revisão 

Estudo 1 

In pursuit of excellence in sport: A review of developmental 
sport activities throughout athlete development  

Coutinho, P.; Mesquita, I.; Fonseca, A.M.; Côté, J.  

Submetido: International Review of Sport & Exercise Psychology 

Estudo 2 

A influência da família e dos amigos na participação 
desportiva de crianças e jovens: bases para a promoção do 
talento desportivo 

Coutinho, P.; Mesquita, I.; Fonseca, A.M.; 

Submetido: Revista de Psicología del Deporte 

Capítulo III Estudos Empíricos 

Estudo 3 

Patterns of sport participation in portuguese volleyball 
players according to expertise level and gender 

Coutinho, P.; Mesquita, I.; Fonseca, A.M.; De Martin-Silva, L. 

Aceite para publicação: International Journal of Sports Science 
& Coaching 

Estudo 4 

The development of expertise in volleyball: maturational 
and training factors 

Coutinho, P.; Mesquita, I.; Fonseca, A.M.; Côté, J. 

Submetido: PLOS One 

Estudo 5 

The role of formal and informal sport activities in the 
development of volleyball players 

Coutinho, P.; Mesquita, I.; Fonseca, A.M.; Côté, J. 

Submetido: High Ability Studies 

Estudo 6 

Exploring the psychosocial patterns in volleyball players 
development  

Coutinho, P.; Mesquita, I.; Fonseca, A.M.; Côté, J. 

Submetido: Journal of Applied Sport Psychology 

Capítulo IV Considerações Finais 

 
Considerações finais da dissertação, integrando e sintetizando 
os conhecimentos mais relevantes e apontando problemas e 
caminhos a explorar na investigação futura. 
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Abstract 

This review aims to examine the most significant research regarding the 

development of talent in sport, with a focus on the quantity and type of practice 

necessary for the attainment of expertise. A total of 82 peer-reviewed journal 

articles were collected and analysed for their content. The literature reveals 

considerable evidence demonstrating that both early specialization and early 

diversification can lead to expertise development. However, the contrasting 

views of deliberate practice and deliberate play do not provide a sufficient 

spectrum of different learning activities for talent development. Furthermore, the 

content analysis highlights some inconsistencies in the criteria used to 

characterize different types of learning activities, pointing to the need for a more 

rigorous and detailed characterization of activities that affect talent development 

throughout the lifespan. Finally, this review underscores the necessity of 

different methodological approaches in order to complement athletes’ 

perceptions of their past practice experiences gathered from retrospective 

interviews.  The potential value of using systematic observations is discussed to 

provide a detailed examination of the microstructure of different learning 

activities. 

 

Keywords: Deliberate practice, deliberate play, early diversification, early 

specialization, expertise 

 

 

Introduction 

In the past several years, a wide body of research has arisen attempting to 

address the question of “How experts become experts?”. Research addressing 

the acquisition and development of sport expertise comprises the study of how 

athletes reach and stay at the pinnacle of their sport as well as what particular 

attributes or components of performance are key contributors to the expert’s 

performance advantage in sport (Starkes, 2003). Sport scientists have 

examined the development of expertise in sport through different lens, focusing 

their attention on either environmental (nurture) or genetic (nature) contributions 
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(for a review, see Davids & Baker, 2007). Regarding the environmental factors, 

several studies have examined the athlete sport participation from a 

developmental perspective in order to understand what could influence the 

development of expert performance (i.e. parental support, peer influence, coach 

behaviours, birthdate and birthplace effects, etc.). The examination of sport 

activities throughout development has specifically provided important insights to 

what constitute an optimal environment for athletic development.  

Several review articles focusing on the developmental activities of elite 

athletes have been published in the past few years (e.g. Baker & Horton, 2004; 

Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2007; Davids & Baker, 2007), providing an up to 

date understanding of the existing knowledge and identifying possible directions 

for future research. The key messages of published literature review indicate 

that (1) the amount of deliberate practice (i.e. relevant, effortful activities done 

with the specific goal of improving performance) (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-

Romër, 1993) is a key factor distinguishing performers at different skill levels; 

(2) deliberate play (i.e. intrinsically motivating activities that provide immediate 

gratification and are designed to maximize enjoyment) (Côté et al., 2007) is also 

an important early learning activity in the development of expertise in sport; (3) 

both early specialization (i.e. investment in one activity and in deliberate 

practice from a young age) and early diversification (early participation in a wide 

variety of sports with high levels of deliberate play and low levels of deliberate 

practice) are suitable pathways to reach expertise in sport (Baker & Horton, 

2004; Côté et al., 2007; Côté, Murphy-Mills, & Abernethy, 2012; Davids & 

Baker, 2007; Ford, Hodges, & Williams, 2013). Despite the important 

contributions of these reviews, there is an absence of a critical view about key 

conceptual frameworks and methodological problems in this research field. For 

instance, the analysis of deliberate practice and deliberate play as two opposing 

and contrasting activities coexisting on a continuum (Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 

2003; Côté et al., 2007; Côté, Erickson, & Abernethy, 2013) only provide a 

small example of the panoply of different learning activities that take place in 

athletes’ sport involvement. Other relevant learning activities take place in the 

course of an athlete’s development and should therefore be considered in 
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further research in order to obtain a more complete and realistic 

characterization of the development of expertise in sport (Côté et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, empirical studies have demonstrated some inconsistencies in the 

criteria used to define key variables in athlete development literature, namely 

the definition of type of practice and expert athlete (Davids & Baker, 2007; 

Gulbin, Croser, Morley, & Weissensteiner, 2013; Williams & Ford, 2008). The 

difficulty researchers have faced in attempting to find sport-related activities that 

adhere completely to the strict definition of “deliberate practice” has led to the 

interchangeable use of this term with other “sport-specific practices” (Davids, 

2000), when they are in fact different concepts. Likewise, the criteria used to 

define the characteristics that comprise an expert athlete have been incoherent 

across sport studies, which can easily lead to misinterpretations. All these 

incongruities can bias our understanding and consequently limit the 

identification of important gaps in this research field. Additionally, although 

retrospective methodologies have significantly contributed to advance the 

knowledge in this field, the information gathered from retrospective interviews or 

questionnaires only provide a rough approximation of what athletes actually did 

during their development. There is a need to reinforce retrospective data with 

other methodologies such as the use of systematic observation of the 

microstructure of practice so as to obtain a more in-depth understanding of the 

specific contributions of different learning activities to sport expertise (Ford, 

Yates, & Williams, 2010; Low, Williams, McRobert, & Ford, 2013; Ward, 

Hodges, Starkes, & Williams, 2007).  

Given the above, the main purpose of this article is to review the role of 

developmental activities in the acquisition of expert performance and talent 

development. Specifically, this manuscript attempt to critically review a broad 

range of concepts related with the developmental sport experiences, 

highlighting important gaps in the literature and giving therefore some insights 

into future research. This article is organized into two major sections. The first 

section aims to review the main conceptual frameworks in athlete development 

research, namely the developmental sport activities and the models proposed 

to explain how athletes develop in sport. In this section we provide a critical 



Artigo de Revisão 1 
 

 34 

analysis of these concepts, identifying some gaps that should be considered in 

future research. The objective of the second section is to examine the empirical 

research developed around the theoretical frameworks mentioned in the first 

section of this paper, highlighting what we know and proposing new directions 

for future research.  

 

Methods 

In order to achieve this purpose and to ensure the scientific quality of the work 

reviewed, peer-reviewed journal articles formed the basis of the review. 

Database searches were conducted in PubMed, Web of Science, Scopus, 

EBSCO and SPORTDiscus. Searches were also conducted using Google 

Scholar. All databases were searched using combinations of the following 

keywords: “youth development”, “deliberate play”, “deliberate practice”, 

“practice”, “practice history”, “early specialization”, “early diversification”, 

“expertise”, “excellence”, “elite”, “performance”, “high level”, “peak 

performance”, “talent” and “talent development”. The scope of terms led to 

articles in several scientific fields; hence, we restricted our search to “sport” and 

“athlete” in order to reduce and specify the results obtained.  

Studies were eligible for the review if they focus on (1) athlete development, (2) 

talent development, (3) developmental pathways, (4) learning activities and (5) 

athlete development models. Further additional criteria were required, namely 

be an article published in a peer-reviewed journal and written in English. There 

were no study design or publication year restrictions. Studies focusing on talent 

development in another research field rather than sport were excluded. Also 

excluded, were studies published in non-English language and non peer-review 

journals. Considering these inclusion and exclusion criteria, we found 49 articles 

published in 23 scientific peer-reviewed journals. Figure 1 shows the flow chart 

for paper selection. 
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Results 

Theoretical Framework advanced in talent development research 

The Role of Developmental Activities in Talent Development 

The developmental activities undertaken by children in specific learning 

environments are important contributors for skill development and should be 

explored when examining early talent-development programs in sport. When 

the development of learning activities for children in sport is considered, many 

personal and environmental factors interact to determine an individual’s talent-

development trajectory (Côté et al., 2013). Ericsson, Krampe and Tesch-Romër 

(1993) studied the role of practice in learning and skill acquisition of pianists 

and violinists and concluded that the most effective learning occurs through 

involvement in deliberate practice activities. Accordingly, deliberate practice is 
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 No data on training patterns (n= 63); 

 Letter to editor, comments, etc (n=11) 
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Figure 1 – Decision flowchart for identified studies 
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defined as “a highly structured activity, the explicit goal of which is to improve 

performance; requires effort and is not inherently enjoyable” (Ericsson et al., 

1993; p.368). The main focus of deliberate practice activities relies on skill 

development and performance enhancement; hence it is not simply training per 

se that is necessary for the attainment of expertise, but the engagement in 

specific forms of practice. According to this assumption, Ericsson and 

colleagues (1993) claimed “individuals who start early and practice at the higher 

levels will have a higher level of performance throughout development than 

those who practice equally hard but start later” (p. 392). The concept of 

deliberate practice as the prototype activity that lead to elite performance in 

sport suggest that young athletes that get involved in high amount of deliberate 

practice early will have better chance to develop into elite performers.      

The early specialization approach to talent development in sport includes 

an early start age in one sport and an early investment in focused, high 

intensive training such as deliberate practice (Baker, 2003; Baker, Cobley, & 

Fraser-Thomas, 2009; Wiersma, 2000). According to the original study of 

Ericsson and colleagues (1993), the best group of violinists with estimated 

prospects for an international solo had accumulated an average of over 10,000 

hours at age 20, suggesting the existence of a monotonic relationship between 

the number of hours of deliberate practice and the performance level achieved. 

Similarly, a relationship between the engagement in high quantities of sport 

specific practice (deliberate practice) and expertise achievement have been 

found in sport studies (e.g. Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003a, 2003b; Berry, 

Abernethy, & Côté, 2008; Ward et al., 2007). Although Ericsson (2013) have 

recently clarified that “there is nothing magical about exactly 10,000 hours” (p. 

534), several researchers had misconstrued the alleged necessity of 10,000 

hours for becoming an expert. Indeed, research in sport have shown that expert 

athletes have usually added up between 4,000 to 6,000 hours of sport specific 

practice before reaching an expert level of performance (Baker et al., 2003b; 

Berry et al., 2008; Helsen, Starkes, & Hodges, 1998; Soberlack & Côté, 2003). 

For instance, Baker et al (2003a) found that Australian athletes achieved 

national team selection after only 4,000 hours of sport-specific practice. 
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Similarly, soccer players (Helsen et al., 1998) and wrestlers (Hodges & Starkes, 

1996) went on to achieve international selection after accumulating 

approximately 4,000 and 6,000 hours of sport specific practice respectively. 

Therefore, it seems that there are other important activities and experiences 

other than just the quantity of deliberate practice that contribute to the 

development of expertise in sport. 

As discussed above, the quantity of deliberate practice throughout 

development has been the focus of several studies in sport; similarly the 

subjective experience that defines deliberate practice has been examined in 

various sport studies. The subjective experience that defines deliberate practice 

from other sport activities consists of a series of tenets related to the effort and 

enjoyment of deliberate practice (Ericsson et al., 1993).  In general, the original 

tenets that deliberate practice is characterised by high level of effort and low 

level of enjoyment have received mixed support in the sport studies (for a 

review, see Abernethy, Farrow, & Berry, 2003). For instance, sport studies 

consistently report positive ratings of enjoyment for practice activities that 

require effort and are relevant to improve performance (Durand-Bush & 

Salmela, 2002; Starkes, Deakin, Allard, Hodge, & Hayes, 1996). Furthermore, a 

focus on specialized training during early stages of development has been 

associated with several negative consequences (for a complete review, see 

Baker et al., 2009). Evidence suggest that intensive training at early periods of 

development can increase an athlete’s risk of specific types of injury as well as 

decrease sport enjoyment (Law, Côté, & Ericsson, 2007) and stifle psycho-

social development by reducing the number of opportunities for growth in these 

areas (Baker et al., 2009; Wiersma, 2000). Moreover, reducing the talent 

development in sport to involvement in a single form of activity (i.e. deliberate 

practice) fails to acknowledge the important role of other activities in the 

acquisition of expert performance (Côté et al., 2012). 

The concept of deliberate play proposed by Côté (1999) as “early 

developmental activities that are intrinsically motivating, provide immediate 

gratification, and are specifically designed to maximize enjoyment” (Côté et al., 

2013; p.10) has been postulated as an essential activity in the early 
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involvement of athletes in sport. A considerable amount of evidence has 

demonstrated that athletes who had a diversified early sport experience and 

engaged in deliberate play during childhood still achieved an elite level of 

performance in sport (Baker, Côté, & Deakin, 2005b; Berry et al., 2008; 

Hayman, Polman, Taylor, Hemmings, & Borkoles, 2011; Memmert, Baker, & 

Bertsch, 2010). Early diversification is based on the notion that children 

“sampled” a wide range of sporting activities that involve high levels of 

deliberate play and low levels of deliberate practice (Côté et al., 2003, 2007). 

The early diversification typically occurs during childhood before gradually 

whittling down the number of activities and “investing” in one activity during mid 

to late adolescence (Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2003; Côté & Hay, 2002). 

Participating in a variety of sports allows children to experience a number of 

different physical, cognitive, affective, and psychosocial environments (Côté, 

Lidor, & Hackfort, 2009). Therefore, early diversification is thought to lead to 

sport expertise because of the intrinsic motivation that stems from the fun, 

enjoyment, and competence children experience through their sporting 

involvement (Côté & Hay, 2002). It has also been suggested that the skills and 

physiological conditioning developed through diversified childhood sport 

involvement may be transferable to athletes’ later sport of specialization 

(Abernethy, Baker, & Côté, 2005; Baker et al., 2003b; Berry et al., 2008). 

However, Côté and colleagues (Côté et al., 2003; Côté & Hay, 2002) suggested 

that as the athlete progresses in sport there is a marked shift from activities 

focused on pleasurable participation and play to a focus on activities designed 

to optimize performance improvements through practice. Despite the benefits of 

early diversification for talent development, there are some questions that 

remained unanswered. For example, little is known about the possible transfer 

of learning across different sport activities experienced in the early stages of 

development and their contribution to sport expertise. Moreover, research is yet 

not clear about whether early diversification and the development of expertise is 

a result of a delayed start in deliberate practice in the primary sport, the child’s 

intention to have fun during the early sport experiences, diversification across 

several sports or a greater amount of time spent in child-led activities compared 
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to adult-led activities. These potential gaps in literature are remarkable avenues 

for future research.  

Although the theoretical background developed around early 

specialization/deliberate practice and early diversification/deliberate play has 

been important to guide athletes’ development research in the last several 

years, empirical evidence has demonstrated that deliberate practice and 

deliberate play are not exclusive activities within the expertise development 

(Côté et al., 2013). Retrospective studies examining the development of elite 

athletes suggest that sport participation includes involvement in a number of 

other types of activities that differ from deliberate practice and deliberate play 

(Berry et al., 2008; Ford, Ward, Hodges, & Williams, 2009; Ford et al., 2010). In 

order to offer a more comprehensible and holistic theoretical framework, 

recently Côté and colleagues (Côté et al., 2013) suggested three additional 

types of activities that can be included on the continuum between deliberate 

practice and deliberate play: (1) play practice, (2) spontaneous practice, and (3) 

organized competition. The play practice activities share most of the 

characteristics of deliberate practice (i.e. prescribed by an adult and designed 

to improve performance), however emphasize fun and games. This type of 

activities typically represents the games played by young people and are 

designed to keep them motivated. The spontaneous practice constitutes a form 

of informal learning and is structured by children in their free time (as the 

deliberate play), however is structured with the main goal of improving some 

aspects of athletes’ sport skills. An example of this activity is when a child 

decides to practice a specific skill (e.g. a basketball shooting) on her own 

without being prescribed or monitored by an adult. Finally, the organized 

competition is generally considered an activity highly enjoyable and not 

specifically structured to improve performance however requires concentration 

and effort and is led by adults (Côté et al., 2013). Côté and colleagues (2013) 

acknowledged that “deliberate practice, play practice, spontaneous practice, 

deliberate, and organized competition do not constitute a complete and 

exhaustive list of all the activities in youth sport; however, are a representation 

of the typical characteristics of different types of involvement of children in 
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sport” (pp. 11). For instance, despite the importance of deliberate play and 

spontaneous practice for motivation and learning (Berry et al., 2008; Côté et al., 

2007; Côté et al., 2013; Memmert et al., 2010), little attention has been given to 

this type of activities and their role in talent development. Furthermore, despite 

the obvious advantages of deliberate practice, it is unclear whether the benefits 

of this structured practice are superior to the benefits gained from the 

engagement in unstructured activities such as deliberate play and spontaneous 

practice (Côté et al., 2013). In addition to this, although organized competition 

has been recognized as a relevant and helpful activity for the development of 

specific skills in sport (Baker et al., 2003a; Berry et al., 2008; Côté et al., 2013), 

the value of this learning activity as well as its role in the development of 

expertise has been overlooked. 

Overall, considering that both early specialization and early 

diversification can lead to talent and expertise development, it is currently 

unclear in which sports (and why) a decision to choose a specialized or 

diversified pathway is more appropriate or suitable for children’s sport 

development. There is a need to understand what specific parameters of early 

specialization and early diversification are associated with positive or negative 

youth sport outcomes, and how personal factors (such as motivation) are 

affected by different types of developmental activities. Beyond this, it is 

uncertain what amount of specific practice is necessary for the attainment of 

expertise in sport and whether this quantity of practice is determined by the 

characteristics of different sports. Researchers have argued that quality of 

practice rather than quantity may be more important in facilitating the 

progression toward expertise (Côté et al., 2013; Ford et al., 2010; Ward et al., 

2007), stressing the need to examine in greater detail the microstructure of the 

sport environments of athletes of all ages. Therefore, future research attempting 

to understand the development of talent in sport should considered the need to 

include various learning activities and their analysis in greater detail in order to 

understand what ultimately promotes long-term development and commitment 

to sport (Côté et al., 2013). 
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Athlete Development Models 

In the past decades there has been an observable increase in the number of 

theoretical models devoted to understand how athletes develop in sport. Based 

on an analytical research synthesis technique (citation network analysis), 

Bruner and colleagues (Bruner, Erickson, Wilson, & Côté, 2010) sought to 

unveil the empirical evidence behind seven athlete development models (Abbott 

& Collins, 2004; Bailey & Morley, 2006; Bloom, 1985; Côté, 1999; Salmela, 

1994; Stambulova, 1994; Wylleman & Lavallee, 2004) and how these models 

were connected.  Two body of literature emerged from this analysis 

conceptualizing athlete development from either a talent development 

perspective or a career transitions perspective with very little connection 

between these two lines of research (Bruner et al., 2010). This apparent 

disconnection is obviously unfavourable for building a systematic and cohesive 

body of knowledge about athletes’ development in sport. 

Talent development models (Abbott & Collins, 2004; Bailey & Morley, 

2006; Bloom, 1985; Côté, 1999; Salmela, 1994) divide the athletic careers into 

several stages and describe the changes in athletes and in their social 

environment. The work of Bloom (1985) has considerably affected the 

conceptualization of talent development models in sport. From retrospective 

reports of talented individuals in disciplines such as mathematics, art, science 

and sport, a general pattern of development was inferred and three stages 

suggested: (1) initiation stage, (2) development stage and (3) perfection stage. 

In Salmela’s (1994) model these three stages were included, however an 

additional stage named discontinuation (i.e. when athletes stop participation in 

a high competitive level, but continue sport participation for recreational 

purposes) was also considered. The model proposed by Abbot and Collins 

(2004) recognizes that multiple interactive and compensatory processes take 

place within and between innate capabilities, environmental conditions and 

psycho-behaviours. Likewise, Bailey and Morley (2006) suggested that current 

performance is a poor indicator of ability since other influences such as training, 

support, parental investment and social values can play an important role in 

talent development. The authors also contended that talent development need 
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to be viewed as a multi-dimensional construct because wide ranges of abilities 

like interpersonal, intrapersonal, cognitive, and creative ability are important 

contributors within this complex process. 

Despite the meaningful contribution of these theoretical frameworks for 

athlete development research, the majority of these models fail to provide 

testable tenets that can enhance the understanding of athlete development 

(Côté et al., 2012). Not only they stand on a scarcity of quantifiable components 

that characterize each stage of development, but also some of their variables 

are difficult to test, such as psychosocial behaviours (Abbott & Collins, 2004) or 

an athlete’s potential (Bailey & Morley, 2006). Moreover, the qualitative stages 

considered in many of the stage-based models are difficult to define, particularly 

because of the unclearness of indicators that track transitions between stages. 

Recently, Gulbin and colleagues (Gulbin et al., 2013) proposed a new 

sport and athlete development framework known as FTEM (Foundations, 

Talent, Elite, Mastery). This model comprises highly differentiated definition of 

stages of elite performance (authors included 10 developmental stages) in 

order to better understand athlete transitions establishing therefore a continuum 

between participation and elite. The intent of FTEM is to provide a new 

practitioner generated development framework specific to sport and athlete 

development addressing a number of gaps within current theory and practice. 

Despite the potential of this model, the lack of empirical evidence up to the 

present time limits our understanding about its validation and applicability. 

The Developmental Model of Sport Participation (DMSP, Côté, 1999; 

Côté et al., 2003, 2007; Côté et al., 2012) is a conceptual framework that has 

attempted to address some limitations previously mentioned. Considered as the 

most prominent conceptualization of athletes’ development within the sport 

literature (Bruner et al., 2010), this talent development model have been 

developed and refined over the last 10 years (Côté et al., 2012), suggesting a 

set of quantifiable and testable concepts and variables about the development 

of athletes. Three sport participation trajectories are considered in the DMSP: 

(1) recreational participation through early diversification and deliberate play; (2) 

elite performance through early diversification and deliberate play; and (3) elite 
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performance through early specialization and deliberate practice (Côté et al., 

2007; Côté et al., 2012). The different trajectories are based on changes in the 

type and quantity of involvement in sport, deliberate play and deliberate 

practice, with specific outcomes for the athlete development (Côté et al., 2007; 

Côté et al., 2012). In contrast to other athlete development models, the main 

advantage of the DMSP is the identification of clear indicators for each stage 

that are consistent with theories of child and adolescent development (Côté et 

al., 2012). 

The career transition models (Stambulova, 1994; Wylleman & Lavallee, 

2004) differ from talent development models because they are intended to 

describe and explain the reasons and demands, coping processes, factors 

influencing coping, outcomes and later consequences of a transition in sport. 

Thus, the Stambulova’s (1994) and Wylleman and Lavallee’s (2004) models 

were not only elaborated to characterize the different stages of athlete 

development, but also to depict key transitions between these stages. The 

athlete development model suggested by Stambulova (1994) divided the 

athletic career in five stages: (1) preparatory stage, (2) beginning of 

specialization, (3) intensive training in chosen sport, (4) culmination stage, and 

(5) the final stage followed by discontinuation. Wylleman and Lavallee’s (2004) 

developmental model included the same stages of Salmela’s (1994) model (i.e. 

initiation, development, perfection and discontinuation), but they also integrate it 

with three other levels of development such as psychological, psychosocial and 

academic-vocation, in order to challenge researchers to consider athlete’s 

demands and transition outside the sport environment. 

Taking into account that the two different conceptual approaches (talent 

development models versus career transitions models) operate under the aim of 

building a solid body of knowledge around the phenomena and process of 

athlete development, their pervasive disconnect in the literature is surprising. 

Bruner and colleagues (2010) highlighted the multidisciplinary nature of the 

athlete and expertise development research field as a possible justification to 

the little discourse occurring between the career transition and the talent 

development literature. However, as a consequence of this segregation there is 
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little development, growth or networking of perspective between both research 

groups, which obviously limit the development of knowledge in this research 

field. Taking into account the minimal knowledge transfer between these two 

different conceptual perspectives (and schools of thoughts), researchers may 

be hindering the understanding of the phenomenon of athlete development 

(Bruner et al., 2010). Therefore, further athlete development research should 

avoid this theoretical isolation and the integration of knowledge should be 

viewed as a potential avenue to explore in further research. 

 

The Empirical Research: Critical Analysis and Insights for Future 

Research 

Developmental pathways: the need of a complementary and holistic view 

From the analysis of empirical evidence, a pattern relating to the type of 

learning activities during the early years of sport development and the age of 

peak performance in a specific sport seems to emerge. Elite performance 

through early specialization and deliberate practice has been more common in 

sports where peak performance is achieved before adulthood, such as 

gymnastic (Law et al., 2007) and figure skating (Starkes et al., 1996). On the 

other hand, elite performance through early diversification and deliberate play 

has been vastly observed in sports where peak performance is achieved during 

adulthood such as in some individual sports like triathlon (Baker, Côté, & 

Deakin, 2005; Baker et al., 2005b), rowing (Côté, 1999) and tennis (Carlson, 

1988; Côté, 1999), and in a large number of team sports like ice-hockey 

(Soberlack & Côté, 2003; Wall & Côté, 2007), field hockey and netball (Baker et 

al., 2003b), basketball (Baker et al., 2003b; Leite & Sampaio, 2010, 2012), 

baseball (Hill, 1993), cricket (Phillips, Davids, Renshaw, & Portus, 2010; 

Weissensteiner, Abernethy, & Farrow, 2009), Australian Rules football (Berry et 

al., 2008), football (Ford & Williams, 2008) and volleyball (Barreiros, Côté, & 

Fonseca, 2013; Coutinho, Mesquita, Fonseca, & De Martin-Silva, in press; 

Leite, Baker, & Sampaio, 2009). The age of peak performance in all these 

sports usually occurs after the athlete has fully matured, generally in the late 

twenties or early thirties (Côté et al., 2009; Côté et al., 2012). Thus, 
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specialization in these sports occurs around age 13-15 and the investment in 

their training around age 16 years, which allows the athletes to sample a variety 

of sports before specializing in the main sport. 

The concepts of early specialization-deliberate practice and early 

diversification-deliberate play have been commonly associated in athlete 

development research. While early specialization and early diversification focus 

on the number of sports practiced at an early age, deliberate practice and 

deliberate play refers to the type of learning activities that athletes have 

experienced in their development. Although previously outlined in the literature 

as independent but interacting variables (Côté, 1999; Ericsson et al., 1993), 

researchers have sometimes misinterpreted these concepts and considered 

early specialization as a synonym of deliberate practice and likewise early 

diversification as a synonym of deliberate play. Ford and colleagues (2009) 

highlighted this possible misunderstanding in a study of elite youth soccer 

players in England. Their findings show that the amount of practice was coupled 

with early engagement in soccer play activities, reflected by minimal diversity in 

other sports (i.e. early specialization) and high levels of play (i.e. deliberate 

play) and practice in the primary domain. Therefore, the use of early 

specialization and deliberate practice as synonyms lead researchers to a limited 

and biased view of what really constitute athletes’ early sport involvement. 

 

The need of detailed examinations of the microstructure of different learning 

activities 

Based on athletes’ retrospective reports, several studies have examined the 

pathways to expertise in sport by examining the accumulated amount and type 

of learning activities (e.g. Baker et al., 2003b; Berry et al., 2008; Helsen et al., 

1998). Although retrospective interviews have provided relevant information, 

this tool cannot assess the specificities of the learning activities and the 

particular adaptations that characterize expert performance giving therefore a 

superficial and imprecise characterization of practice (Ward et al., 2007). The 

overemphasis on time and effort of sport specific activities could ultimately 

provide only a superficial explanation for success in sport (Davids, 2000). In 
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addition to athletes’ retrospective reports, the systematic observations of 

practice activities may provide a detailed examination of the microstructure of 

practice and could be a valuable resource to understand what best facilitates 

the acquisition of expert performance (Abernethy et al., 2003; Williams & 

Ericsson, 2008). For instance, the analysis of the microstructure of practice has 

shown the importance of engage in learning activities that replicate the 

characteristics of performance (Ford et al., 2010; Ford & Williams, 2013; Low et 

al., 2013; Partington & Cushion, 2013). Specifically, studies examining the 

microstructure of practice activities performed by team sport players have 

suggested that the involvement in learning activities that replicate the similar 

underlying structure to the competition activity (i.e. “playing form” activities) may 

facilitate greater transfer of perceptual, cognitive and motor skills to 

performance in competition rather than other “decontextualized” practice 

activities (i.e. “training form” activities) (Ford et al., 2010; Low et al., 2013; 

Partington & Cushion, 2013; Williams & Ford, 2008). Despite offering 

considerable insight, these studies only considered two broad categories to 

classify the learning activities that players engaged in (i.e. playing form and 

training form), which could be insufficient to include the plurality of learning 

activities that take place during a training session. A possible avenue for future 

research could be the analysis of the microstructure of practice considering 

more specific settings of practice and play such as deliberate practice, play 

practice, spontaneous practice and deliberate play, the developmental activities 

suggested by Côté and colleagues (2013). Accordingly, there is a need to 

examine the microstructure of not only practice activities but also play activities 

in a number of different sports to reveal the extent to which youth athletes are 

engaging in activities that match (or not) the principles derived from research in 

the areas of motor learning and sport psychology. 

 

The unclear definition of expert athlete 

Sport studies have used different and inconsistent criteria to define what is an 

expert athlete. The concept of expert is controversial and restricted by the 

differences in outcomes that expert athletes display. The expert-novice 
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approach, termed as “the relative approach” (Chi, 2006), is the one most 

typically employed by researchers. The main goal of this approach is to 

understand how experts developed so that others can learn to become more 

skilled and knowledgeable. Expert and non-expert athletes have mostly been 

distinguished by the level of playing proficiency attained (e.g. Baker et al., 

2003a, 2003b; Baker et al., 2005b; Berry et al., 2008; Ford et al., 2009). Other 

studies reported other criteria such as playing in the highest division (Helsen et 

al., 1998; Low et al., 2013), being part of the national team (Baker et al., 2003a, 

2003b; Hayman et al., 2011; Helsen et al., 1998; Johnson, Tenenbaum, & 

Edmonds, 2006; Memmert et al., 2010) or competitive results achieved (Baker 

et al., 2005b; Baker, Côté, & Deakin, 2006; Berry et al., 2008; Johnson, 

Tenenbaumb, Edmonds, & Castillo, 2008; Johnson et al., 2006; Law et al., 

2007). The opinion of the national team coaches to select the best athletes in a 

specific sport domain is also a common strategy used by researchers (Baker et 

al., 2003a, 2003b; Baker et al., 2006; Leite et al., 2009; Memmert et al., 2010). 

On the contrary, the non-expert athletes are usually selected based on failure to 

meet the expert athletes criteria (Gonçalves, Silva, Carvalho, & Gonçalves, 

2011; Hayman et al., 2011; Johnson et al., 2008; Johnson et al., 2006; Ward et 

al., 2007). Notwithstanding, the considerable variability in relation to the level of 

participants employed as well as the high context-dependent of these criteria 

(i.e. the sport level) make difficult to compare and synthesise findings across 

studies and sports (Williams & Ford, 2008). 

Otherwise, the “absolute approach” (Chi, 2006) involves the study of a 

smaller sample of truly extraordinary athletes with the intention of determining 

how they perform successfully in their chosen sport. Such approaches are still 

not widely embraced within the research literature because very few of these 

individuals exist and, consequently, this constraint may necessitate the use of 

single-participant designs or multiple case study approaches (Williams & Ford, 

2008). 

A related difficulty also arises when the terminologies applied in this 

research field differ from one study to another. For instance, studies analysed 

expert/non-expert (Baker et al., 2003b; Baker et al., 2006), skilled/novice 



Artigo de Revisão 1 
 

 48 

(Abernethy & Neal, 1999; Bruce, Farrow, & Raynor, 2012; Shim, Chow, Carlton, 

& Chae, 2005) or even elite/sub-elite or recreational-level (Ford et al., 2009; 

Johnson et al., 2008). Even with detailed descriptions of what characterize each 

one of these groups, researchers should reflect about their meaning and if we 

can generalize conclusions obtained from studies with different terminologies. A 

working definition about the concept of expert should be advanced, in order to 

established a considerable and consistent conception of expert athlete. 

Additionally, the study of expert athletes is limited by the fact that the number of 

experts is, by definition, small, rendering the establishment of large samples 

sizes with strong statistical power extremely difficult. Although several 

investigations have proposed an increase in sample size (Ford et al., 2009; 

Ford & Williams, 2008; Memmert et al., 2010), this could lead to a huge 

variability and, consequently, it could be regarded as noise in the data rather 

than as a potentially functional aspect in the study of expertise. 

Therefore, precautions should be taken within the definition of expert and 

non-expert athletes to avoid inappropriate considerations and, consequently, 

inaccurate results. What seems particularly important for future research is the 

existence of detailed descriptions of the criteria used to define the athlete’s level 

of expertise as well as the context features, in order to get a better 

understanding of who is considered an expert. Moreover, the conjugation of 

several factors (for example, level of playing proficiency attained, competitive 

level, participation in national teams and competitive results achieved) could be 

a helpful way to characterize and select the best athletes rather than the focus 

in solely one of these factors. 

 

New challenges in methodological procedures 

Several methods to collect retrospective data have been used, ranging from 

open-ended interviews (e.g. Hayman et al., 2011; Johnson et al., 2008) to fixed-

response questionnaires (e.g. Gulbin, Oldenziel, Weissensteiner, & Gagné, 

2010; Leite & Sampaio, 2012; Starkes et al., 1996) and structured interview 

procedure (Côté, Ericsson, & Law, 2005) have been used to examine the past 

activities of experts and less expert athletes. Consequently, the use of 
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retrospective methods is a potential limitation of this research field because of 

the inaccuracy with which individuals can recall, for example, the time spent in 

activities undertaken up to one or two decades earlier (Côté et al., 2005; 

Davids, 2000). In order to reduce retrospective bias it is important that studies 

take extra measures to assess the reliability and validity of the data collected 

(Côté et al., 2005). The triangulation of data sources (e.g. parents, coaches), 

administration of the same interviews or questionnaires to the same sample 

(test-retest reliability; Côté et al., 2005; Helsen et al., 1998; MacDonald et al., 

2009) as well as the convergence of estimated concurrent level of domain-

related activity and diaries of weekly practice (Baker et al., 2003a; Côté et al., 

2005; Helsen et al., 1998) could also be valuable options used to assess data 

reliability. 

Although retrospective interviews represent an imperfect tool in this 

research field, their validity is highly acknowledged (Hayman, Polman, & Taylor, 

2012; MacDonald et al., 2009). This methodology have been supporting a long-

term perspective on the development of expertise, calling attention to 

researchable opportunities for other investigations, and sometimes challenging 

the directions headed by researchers with a more time-constrained or data-

limited focus (Sosniak, 2006). Furthermore, retrospective interview studies allow 

an examination of experience through the athlete’s eyes, which may at times be 

quite different from what an outside observer thinks he or she is seeing. What 

seems important to acknowledge is not whether we need to use the method of 

retrospective interview in the study of expertise, but, rather, how best to use the 

method (Sosniak, 2006). Indeed, there is an excessive dependence on 

retrospective reports from expert athletes providing only a “faraway” perception 

about the athletes’ past sport practice. However, it would be important to 

complement it with the information provided by prospective athletes, since they 

could offer a more accurate and objective data about their current sport 

practice, enabling therefore a deeper examination of their sport involvement.  

Recently, authors have suggested extending the methods to collect data 

in the athlete development research field.  The interviews can only assess the 

athletes’ perception of their sport practice, not allowing the analysis of what 
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athletes really do in their training sessions. In an attempt to provide a step 

further, recent studies (Ford et al., 2010; Low et al., 2013; Partington & 

Cushion, 2013) have conducted systematic observations and examination of 

practice activities providing a detailed characterization of practice (not based in 

athletes’ perceptions) and a more detailed view of the athletes’ sport 

involvement (for instance, coach behaviours and instruction). Notwithstanding, 

there is a need to move towards more contextual examination of practice in 

order to examine in greater detail not only the specificity of practice activities, 

but also the influence of other relevant factors in the course of that practice. The 

analysis of coach behaviours and peer/teammate characteristics (like height, 

strength, etc) within different types of sport activities could be a worthy avenue 

to explore in future research since these features can influence the athlete’s 

sport experiences and contribute differently to the development of expertise in 

sport. 

The development of expert athletes has been mostly studied through 

cross-sectional designs and longitudinal retrospective perceptions of athletes. 

However, there is a need to longitudinally track the sport developmental 

process in order to accomplish a more complete and understandable view of 

the factors that may influence athletes’ sport involvement. Although several 

researchers highlight the difficulties of using longitudinal designs (Hayman et 

al., 2011; Hodges & Starkes, 1996; Keith & Ericsson, 2007), large scale 

longitudinal studies have a huge potential to develop and advance the 

knowledge in this research field. The targeting of talent development hotspots 

could also be a sound procedure to narrow the initial recruitment strategy of 

expert athletes. Based on a holistic ecological approach, Henriksen and 

colleagues (Henriksen, Stambulova, & Roessler, 2010, 2011) have examined 

successful overall talent development environments and suggest this approach 

as an important supplement to the contemporary literature on athlete and talent 

development.  

In the study of athlete and talent development quantitative 

methodologies was useful to identify patterns of sport involvement and 

pathways to reach sport expertise. However, this approach is somewhat limited 
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to fully understand the dynamic and complex nature of athlete and talent 

development, calling for answers beyond simple numbers in a quantitative 

sense. Accordingly, there is a need to move forward into this research field and 

consider qualitative methodologies as a valuable condition to in-depth analyse 

and interpret the processes within athlete and talent development. Future 

studies that incorporate multimethod research approaches could be an avenue 

for future research and will likely advance the understanding of the complex 

process of expertise development.  

 

Conclusion 

In this review we intended to provide a critical overview of research in talent 

development, identifying important gaps in the literature and affording 

constructive insights into future research. Research evidence has demonstrated 

that early specialization is not the only pathway to reach expertise and early 

diversification can also lead to elite performance with strong benefits for 

continued sport participation and personal development. However, several sport 

organizations ignore this research findings and establish a structure that 

encourage early specialization (e.g. ice hockey in Canada, tennis in USA, 

soccer in Europe) leading to a model of sport that create more negative sport 

outcomes for youth (such as burnout, dropout and injuries). Moreover, the 

prevailed opposing and contrasting perspectives about deliberate practice and 

deliberate play provide unrealistic portraits of children’s experiences in sport. 

The development of talent during childhood should be assessed considering the 

whole spectrum of distinctive learning activities (i.e. deliberate practice, play 

practice, spontaneous practice and deliberate play) in order to get a better 

understanding about the contribution of different learning contexts to talent 

development. Furthermore, the characterization of past sport experiences 

based on athletes’ perceptions is somewhat restricted when a detailed 

examination of the microstructure of different learning activities and large-scale 

longitudinal studies are increasingly required. In order to assess a deeper 

characterization of the microstructure of activities, the athletes’ retrospective 

reports should be supplemented with real time systematic observations of 
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athletes’ sport involvement in practice and play activities. Finally, a better 

definition of the common criteria used to define an expert athlete should be put 

forward in future studies. 
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Resumo 

Nas últimas décadas, diversos investigadores têm procurado escrutinar de que 

forma as relações interpessoais existentes neste domínio influenciam as 

vivências desportivas de crianças e jovens. Neste sentido, o propósito deste 

artigo consiste na revisão da literatura sobre a influência da família e dos 

amigos na participação desportiva de crianças e jovens, procurando-se 

compreender de que forma estes agentes contribuem para a promoção de uma 

prática desportiva comprometida e sustentada capaz de alicerçar o 

desenvolvimento do talento desportivo. Com efeito, neste artigo é efetuada 

uma abordagem crítica dos comportamentos e atitudes adotados pela família e 

amigos no desporto capazes de influenciar positiva ou negativamente o 

desenvolvimento do atleta. São, ainda, identificados potenciais entraves 

metodológicos e sugeridas linhas orientadoras para futuros estudos nesta área 

de investigação. 

 

 

Introdução 

O desporto é um contexto social que privilegia a ocorrência de inúmeras 

relações interpessoais que determinam as experiências vividas pelo atleta. 

Neste domínio, a família e os amigos desempenham um papel central no 

desenvolvimento desportivo e psicossocial do atleta (Brustad & Patridge, 

2002), o que incita diversos investigadores a examinar a sua influência na 

participação desportiva de crianças e jovens. Particularmente, estes procuram 

compreender de que forma certos valores e comportamentos da família e 

amigos no contexto desportivo influenciam o desenvolvimento de certas 

variáveis, tais como a perceção de competência, a autoestima, a motivação e o 

estado de ansiedade (Chan, Lonsdale, & Fung, 2012; De Rose Jr, Campos, & 

Tribst, 2001; Fraser-Thomas, Strachan, & Jeffery-Tosoni, 2013; Keegan, Spray, 

Harwood, & Lavallee, 2010). Pese embora a inexistência de uma teoria ou 

modelo que explique a influência da família e dos amigos no âmbito desportivo, 

a investigação tem recorrido ao modelo expectativa-valor (Eccles et al., 1983; 
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Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998) para compreender estas questões (Côté, 

1999; Delforge & Scanff, 2006; Fitzgerald, Fitzgerald, & Aherne, 2012; 

Gasparini, Lee, & De Rose Jr, 2012; Lauer, Gould, Roman, & Pierce, 2010; 

Partridge, 2011). Este modelo preconiza que o envolvimento social determina 

as expectativas de sucesso, a perceção de competência e a motivação de uma 

criança em diversos contextos de realização. Segundo os autores, os agentes 

sociais possuem crenças generalizadas, presumivelmente moldadas pelo meio 

cultural onde estão inseridos, e ainda, crenças específicas sobre a criança, 

que, naturalmente, são determinadas pelo background de crenças gerais que 

possuem e pelas próprias características da criança. A combinação de todos 

estes fatores determina o comportamento dos respetivos, particularmente na 

relação direta que estabelecem com a criança, o que, por consequência, 

influência e determina todo o constructo de crenças, comportamentos e 

objetivos que perfazem a performance do individuo (Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles, 

Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998). 

Embora a maioria das abordagens teóricas se centrem nas 

consequências dos comportamentos e atitudes da família e dos amigos sobre 

os processos psicológicos e cognitivos das crianças na prática desportiva, a 

influência destes agentes tem sido igualmente apontada como um fator 

fundamental no desenvolvimento do talento desportivo (Fredricks & Eccles, 

2004; Horn & Horn, 2007). Em particular, alguns estudos têm analisado 

retrospetivamente os percursos desportivos de atletas de elite, procurando 

compreender de que forma a família e os amigos contribuíram para o alcance 

de elevados níveis de rendimento (Côté, 1999; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2013; 

Partridge, 2011). Apesar de se constatarem duas linhas de investigação 

diferentes, a verdade é que elas se encontram altamente relacionadas. Neste 

sentido, importa não somente compreender padrões de comportamentos da 

família e amigos no desenvolvimento do talento, mas igualmente perceber de 

que forma estes agentes contribuem para o estabelecimento de uma prática 

desportiva comprometida e sustentada, sendo esta uma base fundamental 

para o alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento. 
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Considerando a existência de uma produção científica significativa nesta 

área de investigação, o propósito do presente artigo consiste na revisão 

narrativa da literatura sobre a influência da família e dos amigos na promoção 

de uma prática desportiva sustentada capaz de promover o desenvolvimento 

do talento desportivo. Especificamente, procuramos apresentar o estado da 

arte desta temática, identificando potenciais problemas de pesquisa e 

sugerindo linhas orientadoras para futuros estudos nesta área de investigação. 

 

A Influência da Família 

A influência da família no desporto tem sido estudada à luz dos pressupostos 

teóricos do modelo expectativa-valor (Keegan et al., 2010; Lauer et al., 2010), 

onde se procura perceber de que forma os comportamentos, atitudes, crenças 

e valores destes agentes influenciam as experiências emocionais e afetivas do 

atleta (Eccles et al., 1983; Eccles et al., 1998). No que se refere à influência 

dos pais em particular, a investigação destaca três papéis fundamentais que 

desempenham no desporto, nomeadamente, serem intérpretes e 

proporcionadores de experiências desportivas, e atuarem como influentes 

modelos de aprendizagem (Fredricks & Eccles, 2004; Harwood, Douglas, & 

Minniti, 2012; Horn & Horn, 2007; Partridge, 2011; Teques & Serpa, 2013). 

 

Os Pais enquanto Intérpretes das Experiências Desportivas 

Durante o desenvolvimento do atleta, os pais desempenham um papel 

fundamental ao condicionar, de forma consciente ou inconsciente, a 

interpretação de vivências desportivas através da transmissão de valores e 

crenças sobre os objetivos a alcançar e sobre as competências da criança na 

prática desportiva (Dixon, Warner, & Bruening, 2008; Fredricks & Eccles, 2004). 

Os estudos indicam que quando os pais adotam valores e de crenças positivas 

em relação ao envolvimento desportivo da criança e quando possuem elevadas 

perceções de competência e expectativas em relação à sua performance, esta 

tendem a apresentar uma elevada competência percebida e níveis 

performativos acrescidos (Fredricks & Eccles, 2004; Harwood et al., 2012). 

Contrariamente, expectativas excessivamente elevadas e irreais dos pais 
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podem surtir um efeito inverso (Bois, Sarrazin, Brustad, Trouilloud, & Cury, 

2005; Fredricks & Eccles, 2005), na medida em que se encontram associadas 

a elevados níveis de stress e ansiedade e, muitas vezes, ao abandono 

desportivo (Ommundsen, Glyn, Lemyre, & Miller, 2006). Porém, o sistema de 

valores e crenças dos pais encontra-se edificado sobre crenças generalizadas 

como, por exemplo, os estereótipos de género, pelo que os pais tendem a 

valorizar e a incentivar a prática desportiva mais aos rapazes do que às 

raparigas, reconhecendo-lhes, também, uma competência desportiva maior 

(Sagar & Lavallee, 2010). 

A investigação tem igualmente demonstrado uma relação positiva entre 

os objetivos de realização dos atletas e os objetivos de realização que estes 

consideram ser os dos outros significativos, sendo que quando os atletas se 

apercebem que os pais estabelecem objetivos centrados na tarefa ou no ego, 

tendem a orientar o seu percurso desportivo de igual modo (Brustad & 

Patridge, 2002; Fredricks & Eccles, 2005; Suárez & Parra, 2005). Resultados 

semelhantes emergem quando se analisa o clima motivacional estabelecido 

pelos pais, uma vez que quando este é orientado para a tarefa ou para o ego, 

os atletas tendem a estabelecer objetivos congruentes com a dinâmica 

percebida (LaVoi & Stellino, 2008). Contudo, a convergência das perspetivas 

dos atletas e dos pais parece apenas surgir quando os atletas são mais velhos 

(Harwood & Swain, 2002), o que nos leva a crer que esta relação se encontra 

dependente da idade. 

A influência de determinados comportamentos dos pais no estado de 

ansiedade dos atletas tem sido igualmente observada na literatura (Novais & 

Fonseca, 1998). Quando a perceção do atleta acerca da pressão exercida 

pelos pais é elevada, o estado de ansiedade pré-competitivo tende a ser 

igualmente elevado (Edwardson & Gorely, 2010; Lauer et al., 2010). Esta 

pressão manifesta-se através dos sentimentos negativos sobre o desporto, da 

valorização excessiva da vitória, do estabelecimento de comportamentos 

controladores para com o atleta, ou, ainda, do sentimento de culpa do atleta 

por possíveis desilusões que poderão causar aos pais se não obtiverem a 

performance expectável (Bois, Lalanne, & Delforge, 2009). Estas experiências 
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emocionais negativas parecem estar na origem do decréscimo do prazer, do 

divertimento e da satisfação vividos durante a prática desportiva, 

correlacionando-se positivamente com o abandono desportivo (Gould, Lauer, 

Rolo, & Pennisi, 2006; Lauer et al., 2010). 

A influência parental no desporto pode igualmente resultar em 

consequências positivas para o atleta. O envolvimento positivo dos pais no 

desporto, com satisfação elevada sobre a performance desportiva do filho e 

com níveis reduzidos de pressão sobre o atleta, conduz a índices elevados de 

satisfação e divertimento do atleta na prática desportiva (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, 

& Deakin, 2008b). Pese embora pareça existir uma relação entre o tipo de 

comportamento parental e o desenvolvimento psicológico e emocional do 

atleta, muitas incertezas persistem. Importa que as investigações futuras 

procurem compreender com profundidade quais são os comportamentos 

parentais percebidos pelos atletas como elementos propiciadores de pressão, 

de forma a esclarecer qual a sua relação com a continuidade ou o abandono 

da prática desportiva (Gould, Lauer, Rolo, Jannes, & Pennisi, 2008; Gould et 

al., 2006; Lauer et al., 2010; Montes et al., 2007). 

 

Os Pais enquanto Proporcionadores de Experiências Desportivas 

Os pais desempenham um papel fundamental ao proporcionar oportunidades 

de prática desportiva aos filhos (Lauer et al., 2010). Neste sentido, o 

pagamento de mensalidades, o fornecimento de material desportivo, a procura 

e provimento das melhores condições de treino e o transporte para o 

treino/competições revelam-se ações fundamentais para a concretização e 

manutenção dessa prática desportiva (Brustad, 1993; Dixon et al., 2008; Horn 

& Horn, 2007). A investigação tem demonstrado que as oportunidades de 

prática disponibilizadas aos filhos parecem estar relacionadas com os 

estereótipos de género dos pais. Os estudos indicam que os pais tendem a 

proporcionar mais facilmente uma prática desportiva formal aos rapazes do que 

às raparigas e a fornecerem-lhes mais autonomia e liberdade para jogarem na 

rua (Côté, 1999; Côté & Hay, 2002; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008b; Fredricks & 

Eccles, 2004; Lauer et al., 2010). No entanto, quando as raparigas começam a 
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praticar desporto, os pais tendem a orientá-las para desportos com 

características mais “femininas”, como, por exemplo, o ballet, a ginástica, ou a 

patinagem artística (Eccles & Harold, 1991; Fredricks & Eccles, 2004). 

A investigação destaca, também, a importância do suporte emocional 

proporcionado pelos pais na participação desportiva e no desenvolvimento 

psicossocial do atleta (Fredricks & Eccles, 2004). Os pais possuem um papel 

primordial ao serem um refúgio emocional relativamente às adversidades 

existentes no contexto desportivo (Fredricks & Eccles, 2004; Horn & Horn, 

2007), sendo este apoio especialmente importante para as raparigas (Côté, 

1999; Edwardson & Gorely, 2010; Horn & Horn, 2007; Lauer et al., 2010). Por 

outro lado, o encorajamento dos pais encontra-se altamente associado à 

motivação do atleta para continuar a sua participação desportiva (Eccles & 

Harold, 1991; Fredricks & Eccles, 2004).  

Embora as evidências empíricas destaquem a influência positiva do 

envolvimento parental no desporto, alguns estudos sugerem um envolvimento 

parental excessivo (ou meramente escasso) pode revelar-se negativo, estando 

associado a um elevado stress emocional do atleta (Brustad, 1993; Keegan et 

al., 2010). Por exemplo, Lauer e colaboradores (Gould et al., 2008; Wolfenden 

& Holt, 2005) examinaram a influência dos pais no percurso desportivo de 

jogadores de ténis e descobriram que o facto de os pais estarem 

excessivamente envolvidos no processo desportivo constituía um fator de 

stress para o atleta. 

 

Os Pais enquanto Modelos de Aprendizagem 

O processo de aprendizagem por observação tem sido sugerido como um 

mecanismo através do qual a criança internaliza as atitudes e comportamentos 

de um modelo de aprendizagem. Com efeito, a investigação sugere uma 

relação existente entre a participação desportiva dos pais e a consequente 

prática desportiva dos filhos, uma vez que as crianças tendem a ser 

fisicamente ativas se os pais estiverem frequentemente envolvidos na prática 

desportiva (Bandura, 1977; Fredricks & Eccles, 2004). No entanto, importa 

referir que os estudos consideram maioritariamente a quantidade de prática 
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desportiva realizada pelos pais, menosprezando a qualidade dessa prática e a 

sua importância para a participação desportiva dos filhos. Por exemplo, uma 

criança imitará provavelmente os pais com mais facilidade se estes, não 

somente praticarem desporto per se, mas se demonstrarem igualmente um 

entusiasmo e um divertimento nessa prática (Bois et al., 2005; Dixon et al., 

2008; Edwardson & Gorely, 2010). Porém, a influência que os pais exercem a 

este nível pode ser igualmente negativa. A investigação sugere uma relação 

existente entre atitudes e comportamentos contraproducentes dos pais no 

desporto e a reprodução dos mesmos no comportamento do atleta (Brustad, 

1993). Destaca-se, ainda, que um modelo de realização pode atuar aos mais 

diversos níveis, pelo que permanece a inexistência de uma certa especificidade 

nesta linha de investigação. Pelo facto dos estudos serem maioritariamente 

descritivos, não existe clareza sobre quais são os comportamentos específicos 

dos pais que ajudam a explicar a relação existente entre a participação 

desportiva destes e das crianças (para revisão, ver Morra & Smith, 2002). 

Desta forma, a investigação futura deverá aceder à qualidade da prática 

desportiva concretizada pelos pais e aos comportamentos específicos que 

estes realizam, na tentativa de melhor compreender a influência destes fatores 

no desenvolvimento do atleta e do talento desportivo. 

 

O (des)valorizado Papel dos Irmãos na Participação Desportiva do Atleta 

Apesar do papel substancial dos irmãos no desenvolvimento de uma criança, 

particularmente no modo como este percebe e vivencia a prática desportiva, 

poucos são os estudos que se dedicam a perceber a influência destes agentes 

no desenvolvimento desportivo do atleta (Fredricks & Eccles, 2004). 

Os investigadores indicam que os irmãos são uma poderosa fonte de 

apoio social e emocional e, simultaneamente, um importante contributo para a 

participação desportiva (Duncan, Duncan, Strycker, & Chaumeton, 2004; 

Hohepa, Scragg, Schofield, Kolt, & Schaaf, 2007). A literatura sugere que os 

irmãos são autênticos modelos de aprendizagem, uma vez que os irmãos mais 

novos tendem a praticar atividades desportivas se os irmãos mais velhos assim 

o fizerem (Codina & Pestana, 2012; Côté, 1999; Duncan et al., 2004; Horn & 
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Horn, 2007). A influência dos irmãos na participação desportiva do atleta pode, 

contudo, ser negativa. Côté e colaboradores (Duncan et al., 2004) sugerem 

que os irmãos tendem a sentir amargura e inveja quando um irmão alcança 

elevados níveis de rendimento, limitando, consequentemente, o apoio social e 

emocional fornecido. 

A ordem de nascimento dos irmãos parece, igualmente, influenciar o 

grau de apoio emocional que o atleta recebe. Alguns estudos sugerem que as 

experiências desportivas podem diferir se a criança foi a primeira a nascer ou 

se, por sua vez, foi a segunda ou posterior criança da família (Côté, 1999; Côté 

& Hay, 2002). Por exemplo, não somente o irmão mais velho tende a possuir 

menos oportunidades de prática, como também é menos propensa a praticar 

desportos de elevado risco, comparativamente com os irmãos mais novos 

(Paulhus, Trapnell, & Chen, 1999). Estes resultados parecem estar 

relacionados com o comportamento diferenciado dos pais, uma vez que estes 

tendem a ser mais protetores na educação da primeira criança. 

A investigação mais recente tem procurado compreender a relação entre 

a ordem de nascimento e o estado de ansiedade da criança, sugerindo que o 

irmão mais velho tende a apresentar níveis de ansiedade mais elevados 

(Yiannakis, 1976). Esta conceção pode advir, mais uma vez, do 

comportamento dos pais, uma vez que se apresentam menos experientes na 

educação do primeiro filho, o que, consequentemente, os leva a superproteger 

e a pressionar para um desempenho distinto nos mais diversos contextos de 

realização. Pese embora a importância e pertinência destes resultados 

empíricos, poucos são os estudos que têm explorado a influência dos irmãos 

no desporto. Estudos futuros devem, assim, aprofundar estas questões e, 

simultaneamente, procurar novos rumos e conhecimentos que possam explicar 

com maior profundidade a influência dos irmãos não somente no 

desenvolvimento desportivo, mas também noutros contextos de realização. 

 

A Influência dos Amigos 

A investigação tem destacado o papel dos amigos enquanto poderosas fontes 

de apoio social no desporto (Flowers & Bloom, 2002). Contudo, poucos são os 
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estudos que se têm dedicado a compreender de que forma este influenciam a 

participação desportiva de crianças e jovens (Chan et al., 2012; Montes et al., 

2007; Partridge, 2011). 

 

Os Amigos enquanto Modelos de Aprendizagem e Facilitadores da Prática 

Desportiva 

A literatura tem vindo a destacar o papel dos amigos na determinação de uma 

prática desportiva regular (Carr, 2012; Weiss & Stuntz, 2004), sugerindo que 

comportamentos e atitudes dos pares, tais como o incentivo, o elogio, e o facto 

de serem desportivamente ativos, conduzem as crianças e os jovens a adotar 

comportamentos semelhantes e a envolverem-se com maior frequência em 

atividades desportivas (Carr, 2012). A qualidade das amizades, em específico, 

parece deter um papel de relevo nas experiências vividas no contexto 

desportivo (Ommundsen et al., 2006; Persson, Kerr, & Stattin, 2007). Os 

estudos sugerem que a presença de melhores amigos ou de amigos íntimos no 

desporto encontra-se altamente relacionada com a vivência de experiências 

positivas neste contexto, tais como o divertimento, o prazer e uma elevada 

motivação para a prática, e, ainda, com a continuidade da prática desportiva do 

atleta (Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006; Weiss & Stuntz, 2004). Contudo, os 

amigos podem igualmente contribuir para o estabelecimento de uma relação 

menos positiva com o desporto (Cox & Ullrich-French, 2010; Jõesaar, Hein, & 

Hagger, 2012; Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006). A vivência de experiências 

negativas com os pares no desporto, a inserção dentro de um grupo de amigos 

que não possua hábitos desportivos, e, consequentemente, a ausência de um 

amigo para partilhar a prática de atividade física, têm sido identificados como 

potenciais barreiras para o envolvimento desportivo (Livesey, Mow, Toshack, & 

Zheng, 2011). 

 

Os Amigos enquanto Condicionadores das Experiências Desportivas 

A investigação tem identificado os amigos enquanto potenciais 

condicionadores das experiências vividas pelo atleta no contexto desportivo 

(Vu, Murrie, Gonzalez, & Jobe, 2006). A literatura sugere uma relação existente 
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entre a inserção/aceitação social e a competência desportiva do indivíduo, 

sendo que uma aptidão desportiva elevada constitui uma qualidade 

determinante para a popularidade do atleta dentro de um grupo, 

particularmente nos rapazes (Fredricks & Eccles, 2004; Weiss & Stuntz, 2004). 

Consequentemente, a perceção acerca de um estatuto social elevado parece 

estar relacionada com as respostas afetivas manifestadas no decorrer da 

prática desportiva. As crianças que são socialmente populares e que 

percebem/aceitam esse estatuto, vivenciam o desporto de uma forma mais 

positiva (Livesey et al., 2011; Weiss & Stuntz, 2004).  

A literatura tem igualmente analisado a influência dos amigos na 

determinação de auto-perceções e das experiências afetivas vivenciadas no 

desporto (Keegan, Harwood, Spray, & Lavallee, 2009; Ullrich-French & Smith, 

2006). A comparação com os amigos e a avaliação exercida por estes no 

desporto, são poderosos fatores que influenciam a competência percebida e a 

auto-estima do atleta (Chan et al., 2012; Cox & Ullrich-French, 2010; Jõesaar, 

Hein, & Hagger, 2011; Torregrosa et al., 2011). Por outro lado, a vivência de 

interações sociais profícuas e sustentadas no desporto são importantes 

preditores da motivação e do divertimento desfrutados pelo atleta no contexto 

desportivo (Chan et al., 2012; Weiss & Stuntz, 2004). No entanto, o reverso 

parece igualmente evidenciar-se, sendo que quando o atleta percebe uma 

avaliação negativa por parte dos amigos, este tende a apresentar um estado 

de ansiedade maior, condicionando, consequentemente, a sua performance 

desportiva (Jõesaar et al., 2012; Keegan et al., 2010; Vazou, Ntoumanis, & 

Duda, 2005). Neste sentido, importa enfatizar que a influência dos amigos 

parece ser não só objetiva, mas essencialmente subjetiva (i.e. filtrada por um 

conjunto de variáveis intra e interpessoais), devendo ser aprofundado o 

conhecimento existente a este respeito. 

 

Considerações Finais 

Assumindo o desporto como um microcosmo de vivências humanas, as 

interações sociais e as relações interpessoais constatam-se de importância 

acrescida no decorrer da participação desportiva do atleta. Em particular, a 
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família e os amigos possuem um lugar de destaque neste ambiente social, uma 

vez que exprimem uma influência poderosa no atleta pelo que fazem, pensam 

e dizem. Importa, assim, compreender de que forma a família e os amigos 

contribuem para o estabelecimento de ambientes favoráveis promotores uma 

prática desportiva inicial comprometida e sustentada, sendo esta um alicerce 

fundamental para o desenvolvimento do talento desportivo. A investigação 

futura é, assim, desafiada a contornar possíveis entraves metodológicos 

existentes nesta área de investigação, no sentido de aceder de uma forma 

holística e integradora à influência destes agentes na participação desportiva 

de crianças e jovens. 
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Abstract 

This study aimed to examine the sport participation of 229 Portuguese 

volleyball players through a previously validated questionnaire within different 

stages of their development and considering their expertise level and gender. 

The skilled players differed from the less skilled in having accrued more hours 

of training throughout all stages. Female players reported less early sport 

involvement (fewer number of sports practiced and less involvement in team 

sports and competitions) than males. The early involvement in individual sports 

by skilled female players seems to be important in their route to expertise, while 

the later involvement in individual sports by less-skilled male players possibly 

indicates the need for other motivational sport experiences. These particular 

findings provide valuable information to guide the designs of Portuguese 

volleyball players’ development considering gender and expertise at the same 

time. However, additional work is needed to understand to what extent these 

findings may be system, culture or sport dependent. 

 

Key words: early diversification, quantity of practice, type of practice, expertise, 

gender 

Introduction 

A significant body of literature has emerged over the past decades attempting 

to understand the factors that contribute to expertise development in sport [1-3]. 

Researchers have been divided over the importance of environmental and 

genetic contributions to sport expertise leading to dichotomous positions and 

reductionist conclusions [4]. However, recent research has suggested that 

expertise is the result of interactions between biological and environmental 

constraints and acknowledged therefore as an integrative process [5, 6]. Of the 

environmental constraints, researchers have mainly characterized the role of 

practice as one of the primary influences on sport expertise [2, 7, 8], but have 

also acknowledged the influence of secondary factors such as family, coach 

and peer support [1, 9]. Considerable research attention has been given to the 
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role of practice, particularly the influence of quantity and quality of practice in 

expertise achievement [2, 10-12]. 

Deliberate practice [13] is typically defined as an activity undertaken with 

the specific purpose of increasing performance, requiring cognitive and/or 

physical effort, and relevant to promoting positive skill development. It is often 

suggested that those who reach expert levels of performance in competitive 

domains have typically undertaken something in the order of 10 years or 10,000 

hours of practice. Studies examining the application of the theory of deliberate 

practice in sport have suggested that expert athletes seem to accumulate a 

superior amount of practice throughout their development [14, 15].  

Nevertheless, some of the original tenets of the deliberate practice 

framework did not fit the context of sport [16]. A considerable body of evidence 

has demonstrated that athletes who had a diversified early sports experience 

and engaged in deliberate play during childhood still achieved an elite level [2, 

7, 17]. Deliberate play activities are characterized as “a form of sporting activity 

that involves early developmental physical activities that are intrinsically 

motivating, provide immediate gratification, and are specifically designed to 

maximize enjoyment” [18, p270].  

Based on evidence about different pathways to reach expertise, Côté 

and colleagues [1, 18, 19] have developed and refined the Developmental 

Model of Sport Participation (DMSP) over the last 10 years. This conceptual 

framework is based on understanding that sport programs should not only 

promote performance but also sustainable participation and personal 

development by focusing on the experiences in sport as well as the 

environment in which these processes take place [18]. From the extensive 

research on DMSP, three sport participation trajectories have been identified: 

(1) recreational participation through early sampling and deliberate play; (2) elite 

performance through early sampling and deliberate play; and (3) elite 

performance through early specialization and deliberate practice [18, 19]. 

Although expertise can be reached from both early diversification and early 

specialization, Côté and colleagues [18, 20] indicated some postulates echoing 

the benefits of early diversification for continued participation, elite performance 
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and personal development. The postulates highlight the efficiency of sport 

programs based on early sports diversification and deliberate play during 

sampling years; the specialization in the favourite sport around 13 years old or 

maintaining sport participation at a recreation level; and the development of 

skills (motor, cognitive, emotional and personal) to invest their effort in highly 

specialized training in late adolescence. Within DMSP research, sporting 

experience has been characterized mainly from the quantity and type of 

practice, affording worthwhile information about the athlete’s development 

pathways [7, 15, 21]. 

The quantity of practice has been studied mostly by the examination of 

the number of training hours, which generally increases from early to later sport 

involvement [7, 21]. Here researchers notice that experts accumulated not only 

more hours of training but also a greater amount of sport-specific practice 

throughout their development [7, 14, 22]. Although competition is a sporting 

activity that provides all the components to improve skill and expertise 

acquisition [7, 23], little attention has been given to this variable within current 

research agendas. The few studies that examine the amount of competition, 

namely in team sports, reiterate its value in promoting game-based perceptual 

and decision-making skills [21] which ultimately have an influence in the 

development of expertise [7, 23]. Therefore, more research is needed 

considering competition as a valuable source to characterize the patterns of 

sport participation particularly in team sports. 

Regarding the type of practice, research has mainly characterized the 

specificity of practice (sport-specific and non-sport specific) [3, 24, 25] and the 

formality of practice (structured and non-structured) [2, 7, 8]. Some recent 

studies applied to team sports have analysed the specific contribution of 

sampling sports related to the primary sport (sports that share a number of 

characteristics in common) to expertise achievement, suggesting a possible 

transfer of skills from one sport to another [7, 26]. For instance, Berry at al [7] 

examined the participation of football players in sport-specific activities, and 

emphasized the role of invasion-type activities experienced during the sampling 

years in the development of perceptual and decision-making expertise. 
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Similarly, Leite and colleagues [22] analysed the sport-specific and non-specific 

practice of Portuguese team sports athletes, suggesting that exposure to sports 

related to the primary sport was important for their expertise achievement. 

However, considering the case of the volleyball sample in particular, this study 

only included 14 players, not allowing a valid generalization of these findings. 

Another topic that has received sparse attention is athletes’ gender and 

the consequent factors that could undermine their expertise achievement. 

According to Leite and Sampaio [12], female basketball players showed a 

lesser amount of training per week and per season, which could mean a lesser 

commitment to the sport. Taking into account gender specificities, researchers 

recommend considering players of similar levels of participation when 

comparing both groups [27]. Notwithstanding, a similar level of participation in 

the same sport-context could mean different expertise levels for males and 

females. For instance, in Portugal the competitive level of male volleyball 

players is superior to that of female players, even competing in the same levels 

of participation (i.e. first and second league) [28]. Therefore, expertise is not an 

absolute indicator [5, 6], which means that gender could affect the athlete’s 

pathway and consequently their expertise achievement. This evidence 

highlights the need to examine the players’ sport participation according to 

expertise level and gender at the same time, in order to consider their possible 

interaction, thereby providing fruitful insights for developing adjustable sport 

programs.  

The purpose of this study is twofold. First, it aims to characterize sports 

participation, specifically the starting age (sports in general and primary sport), 

the quantity of practice (hours of training and number of competitions), and the 

type of sporting activities (number of sports, team or individual sports) of 

Portuguese Volleyball players throughout different developmental stages. 

Second, it aims to ascertain if sport participation varies according to athletes’ 

expertise level and gender as well as to examine the possible effects of the 

interaction. In line with the theoretical background previously mentioned, it was 

hypothesized that Portuguese Volleyball players from different expertise levels 

and different genders differed in their sporting development. Additionally, we 
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expected the interaction between expertise level and gender to determine 

different sport participation pathways. 

Method 

Participants 

The sample consisted of 229 volleyball players (86 females and 143 males), all 

aged 19 years old or over. 140 of the participants played at the highest level of 

the Portuguese League (premier league), while 89 played in the second league. 

Of the participants in the premier league, 105 were male (75%) and 35 were 

female (25%). Of those playing in the second league, 38 were male (43%) and 

51 were female (57%). The competitive level was the criteria used to define the 

expertise levels [7, 29]. Hence, while players from the premier league are 

referred to as skilled players, those from the second league are referred to as 

less-skilled players. 

Procedures 

The Developmental Model of Sport Participation [1, 18, 19] was used as the 

theoretical background to define the players’ developmental stages. 

Additionally, the Portuguese Volleyball Federation competitive system was used 

to define their age group cut off values. Thus, four stages were defined (6-12 

years; 13-14 years, 15-16 years and 17-18 years). The first stage (6-12 years) 

was similar to the first stage in the DMSP. This age group in volleyball is 

characterized by informal practice, reduced games (2x2 and 4x4), where fun 

and sport initiation/participation are the main objectives. The second (13-14 

years) and third (15-16 years) stages match to second stage of the DMSP (13-

15 years). While the 13-14 years age group focus on the introduction to the 

formal game (6x6), with more systematic practice and regular competitions, the 

15-16 years age group is usually related to functional and tactical specialization, 

with an increase of quantity of practice and competitions. Finally, the fourth 

stage (17-18 years) matches the last stage in the DMSP (+16 years). This age 

group precedes the adult stage and preparation for high-level practice and 

competition is the main target. 
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A retrospective questionnaire was designed and applied to gather 

detailed data of the players’ practice activities performed throughout the 

developmental stages. Players were asked to report the type of sports practice 

they undertook and to estimate the quantity of time engaged in that practice. 

Three strategies were used to develop the questionnaire, while fulfilling the 

requirements for validity and reliability. First, the underlying theoretical 

framework and a review of the literature with an examination of already existing 

questions in other instruments contributed to the process of item generation and 

design for the first version of the questionnaire [7, 8, 25, 30]. Second, a panel of 

four experts in this research field evaluated whether the initial pool of 

questionnaire items represented the totality of the problems related to the aims 

of this study. Specifically, in order to estimate content validity of the 

questionnaire (i.e. a method for gauging agreement among the experts 

regarding the range of possible items that should be covered in the 

questionnaire) [31], the panel of experts was asked to rate each question as 

“essential”, “useful, but not essential” or “not necessary” to measure the sport 

activities under analysis. The experts’ input relating to the assessment of each 

question was then used to measure the content validity ratio (CVR), which is an 

indicator of overall test content validity [31]. The CVR was calculated based on 

the following formula: CVR=[(NE – (N/2)/(N/2)], where NE=number of experts 

indicating “essential”, N=total number of experts. This formula yields values that 

range from -1.00 to 1.00, in which the value of 1.00 indicated that all experts 

rated the questionnaire’s items as essential. Thus, the requirements of the 

content validity were guaranteed since a value of 1.00 was reached [31]. 

Finally, the revised version of the questionnaire was subjected to a pilot study 

with a sub-sample of 20 players, in order to test the clarity and accuracy of the 

items, and the feasibility of the questionnaire. 

The final version of the questionnaire was composed of a section 

addressing players’ demographic characteristics (gender, nationality and 

current playing division) and eighteen questions related to sports activities. The 

type of practice (type of sports activities practiced such as team or individual 

sports) and the quantity of practice and competition (number of training hours 
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per week and number of competitions per week) performed throughout the four 

developmental stages were answered through twelve open questions. 

Questions about initial sports participation, volleyball starting age, and the 

number of sports practiced (throughout the developmental stages) were 

answered using six closed multiple-choice questions. 

The questionnaire was complete by each participant after a training 

session in the presence of the researcher. After assuring participants of 

confidentiality and anonymity, players who volunteered to participate in the 

study were conducted to a quiet room where the questionnaire was explained 

and informed consent obtained. The time to complete the questionnaire was not 

limited but averaged about 30 minutes to one hour. 

Reliability Of Retrospective Information 

Most parts of the questionnaire relied on retrospective recall of the athletes, 

which required the validation of information. While providing valid information for 

more recent events is relatively reliable, the information of activities undertaken 

much earlier in the players’ development may not provide similarly accurate 

recall [32]. Reliability of the retrospective information provided by athletes was 

done by temporal stability of the measures, where 10% of the sample was 

asked to complete the questionnaire again one month after the first data 

collection. The correspondence between the information reported by athletes at 

the two different time points was examined through the percentage agreement 

[33], in which the values ranged from 89% to 100%. Accordingly, Reiss [34] 

argues that scores greater than 75% indicate strong agreement. 

Statistical Analysis 

Descriptive statistics were used to calculate frequencies, percentages, means 

and standard deviation. The requirements of normality and homogeneity of 

variance were examined through the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test and Levene’s 

test in order to explore players’ perceptions according to their expertise level 

and gender. To test for statistical differences between long-term developmental 

variables, Two-way ANOVA was performed using Tukey’s post hoc multiple 

comparisons. Effect size was evaluated with η2
P (eta partial squared). The 
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power of the statistical tests was also calculated. The statistical significance 

level was set at p ≤ 0.05. 

Results 

Sports Starting Age and Volleyball Starting Age 

The sports starting age and volleyball starting age variables are presented in 

table 1. Results show no significant differences in these variables for expertise 

level, gender and interaction. The majority of players began participating in 

sports (82.1%) and practising volleyball (55.9%) between 6 and 12 years of 

age; however, there is a considerable number of players who began practising 

volleyball after that age (44.1%). Considering the expertise level, 52.1% of 

skilled players started practising volleyball between 6 and 12 years of age and 

47.9% after 12 years of age. When compared with skilled players, more less-

skilled players began practising between 6-12 years of age (61.8%). 

Considering gender, 53.8% of male and 59.3% of female players started 

practising volleyball between 6 and 12 years, while 40.7% females and 46.2% 

males started practising volleyball after that age. 

First Developmental Stage (6-12 Year Olds) 

Considering the quantity of practice, skilled players practiced more hours of 

training per week than less-skilled players (F(1,196)=4.370; p=0.038; ƞ2
p=0.02; 

π=0.55), however no significant differences were found for gender 

(F(1,196)=2.885; p=0.091). The figures for interaction between expertise level and 

gender showed no significant differences (F(1,196)=0.438; p=0.509). Regarding 

the average number of competitions per week, no significant differences were 

observed for expertise level (F(1,138)=1.303; p=0.256), gender (F(1,138)=2.402; 

p=0.123) or interaction (F(1,138)=1.505; p=0.222). When the number of sports 

practiced was considered, no significant differences were observed for 

expertise level (F(1,225)=2.802; p=0.096), gender (F(1,225)=3.205; p=0.075) or 

interaction (F(1,225)=1.641; p=0.202). 

Considering the type of sports practiced, males practiced more team 

sports than females (F(1,225)=36.502; p<0.001; ƞ2
p=0.14; π=1.00). The figures for 

interaction (F(1,225)=0.191; p=0.663) showed no significant differences for team 



 

 93 

Table 1 - Descriptive statistics (%) for sport starting age and volleyball starting age  

 Stages Total Skilled 
Less-
Skilled 

Skilled 
Males 

Less-
Skilled 
Males 

Skilled 
Females 

Less-
Skilled 

Females 
Males Females 

Sport 
Starting 

Age 

6-12y 82.1 79.3 86.5 76.2 86.8 88.6 86.3 79.0 87.2 

13-14y 15.3 17.1 12.4 21.0 10.5 5.7 13.7 18.2 10.5 

15-16y 2.6 3.6 1.1 2.9 2.6 5.7 - 2.8 2.3 

17-18y - - - - - - - - - 

Volleyball 
Starting 

Age 

6-12y 55.9 52.1 61.8 52.4 57.9 51.4 64.7 53.8 59.3 

13-14y 26.3 29.3 21.3 27.6 13.2 29.3 27.5 23.8 30.2 

15-16y 14.8 15.7 13.5 16.2 23.7 15.7 5.9 18.2 9.3 

17-18y 3.0 2.9 3.3 3.8 5.2 2.9 2.0 4.2 1.2 
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sports. The individual sports practice showed no significant differences for 

expertise level (F(1,225)=0.191; p=0.663) or gender (F(1,225)=2.603; p=0.108). 

However, skilled females practiced more individual sports than skilled males 

and than both less-skilled males and females (F(1,225)=4.549; p=0.034; ƞ2
p 

=0.02; π=0.57). 

Second Developmental Stage (13-14 Years Old) 

Skilled players practiced more hours of training per week than less-

skilled players (F(1,196)=10.662; p=0.001; ƞ2
p=0.05; π=0.90). No significant 

differences were identified for gender (F(1,196)=1.193; p=0.276) and interaction 

(F(1,196)=0.021; p=0.885). Considering the number of competitions per week, 

males participated in more competitions per week than females (F(1,138)=4.330; 

p=0.039; ƞ2
p=0.030; π=0.54). No significant differences were observed in the 

average number of competitions per week for expertise level (F(1,138)=0.207; 

p=0.650) and interaction (F(1,138)=0.071; p=0.790). Considering the number of 

sports practiced, males practiced more sports than females (F(1,225)=4.964; 

p=0.027; ƞ2
p=0.022; π=0.60). No significant differences were observed for 

expertise level (F(1,225)=0.105; p=0.747) and interaction (F(1,225)=0.149; 

p=0.700). 

According to the type of sport practiced, males practiced more team 

sports than females, (F(1,225)=17.767; p=0.000; ƞ2
p =0.073; π=0.99). The 

expertise level (F(1,225)=0.471; p=0.493) and the interaction (F(1,225)=0.667; 

p=0.415) showed no significant differences. There was no difference in the 

number of individual sports practiced for expertise level (F(1,225)=0.008; p=0.927) 

or gender (F(1,225)=0.007; p=0.934). However, the interaction reveals that skilled 

females practiced more individual sports than skilled males and than both less-

skilled males and females (F(1,225)=5.229; p=0.023; ƞ2
p =0.023; π=0.62). 

Third Developmental Stage (15-16 Years Old) 

Skilled players practiced more hours of training per week than less-skilled 

players (F(1,196)=16.759; p=0.000; ƞ2
p=0.08; π=0.98). No significant differences 

were identified for gender (F(1,196)=3.139; p=0.078) and interaction 

(F(1,196)=0.082; p=0.774). Considering the average number of competitions per 
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week, males participated in more competitions than females (F(1,138)=6.420; 

p=0.012; ƞ2
p=0.04; π=0.71). No significant differences were observed for 

expertise level (F(1,138)=1.475; p=0.227) and interaction (F(1,138)=1.940; 

p=0.166). Considering the number of sports practiced, males practiced more 

sports than females (F(1,225)=12.610; p=0.000; ƞ2
p=0.053; π=0.94). No 

significant differences were observed for expertise level (F(1,225)=2.372; 

p=0.125). However, less-skilled males practiced more sports than all players 

(skilled males, skilled females and less-skilled females) (F(1,225)=5.770; p=0.017; 

ƞ2
p=0.025; π=0.67). 

According to the type of sport practiced, males practiced more team 

sports than females (F(1,225)=10.427; p=0.001; ƞ2
p =0.044; π=0.90). The 

expertise level (F(1,225)=1.639; p=0.202) and the interaction (F(1,225)=0.892; 

p=0.346) showed no significant differences in the number of team sports 

practiced. The number of individual sports practiced showed no significant 

differences for expertise level (F(1,225)=0.327; p=0.568) or gender (F(1,225)=2.695; 

p=0.102). However, less-skilled males practiced more individual sports than all 

other players (F(1,225)=6.238; p=0.013; ƞ2
p =0.027; π=0.70). 

Fourth Developmental Stage (17-18 Years Old) 

Considering the quantity of practice, skilled players practiced more hours of 

training per week than less-skilled players (F(1,196)=28.450; p=0.000; ƞ2
p=0.13; 

π=1.00) and males practiced more hours of training per week than females 

(F(1,196)=5.463; p=0.020; ƞ2
p=0.27; π=0.64). The figures for interaction showed 

no significant differences (F(1,196)=0.857; p=0.356). Regarding the average 

number of competitions per week, males participated in more competitions per 

week than females (F(1,138)=5.728; p=0.018; ƞ2
p=0.40; π=0.66). No significant 

differences were observed for expertise level (F(1,138)=0.025; p=0.874). 

However, skilled females participated in more competitions per week than less-

skilled females (F(1,138)=4.310; p=0.040; ƞ2
p=0.30; π=0.54). The number of 

sports practiced showed no significant differences for expertise level 

(F(1,225)=0.128; p=0.721), gender (F(1,225)=3.384; p=0.067) or interaction 

(F(1,225)=1.811; p=0.180). 
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Table 2 – Descriptive statistics (mean and standard deviation) of average hours of training and number of competitions per week, number of sports and type of sports 

practiced throughout developmental stages 

 Stages Total Skilled 
Less-
Skilled 

Skilled 
Males 

Less-
Skilled 
Males 

Skilled 
Females 

Less-
Skilled 

Females 
Males Females 

Hours of 
training 

per week 

6-12 y 7.3 (3.8) 7.9 (4.2) 6.4 (2.9) 8.0 (4.3) 7.2 (3.3) 7.4 (4.1) 5.8 (2.2) 7.8 (4.0) 6.5 (3.2) 

13-14 y 8.1 (3.6) 8.9 (3.8) 7.0 (2.4) 9.0 (4.0) 7.4 (2.9) 8.5 (3.4) 6.7 (1.9) 8.6 (3.8) 7.5 (2.8) 

15-16 y 9.1 (3.5) 9.8 (3.2) 7.7 (2.6) 9.9 (3.3) 8.2 (3.2) 9.3 (2.9) 7.2 (2.0) 9.5 (3.3) 8.1 (2.6) 

17-18 y 10.8 (4.8) 12.3 (4.6) 8.5 (3.5) 12.5 (4.6) 9.6 (4.6) 11.6 (4.6) 7.5 (1.8) 11.7 (4.7) 9.3 (3.9) 

Number of 
competitio

ns per 
week 

6-12 y 1.2 (0.4) 1.2 (0.4) 1.1 (0.4) 1.2 (0.4) 1.2 (0.4) 1.2 (0.4) 1.0 (0.2) 1.2 (0.4) 1.1 (0.3) 

13-14 y 1.1 (0.5) 1.2 (0.4) 1.1 (0.3) 1.2 (0.4) 1.2 (0.4) 1.1 (0.3) 1.0 (0.2) 1.2 (0.4) 1.1 (0.2) 

15-16 y 1.1 (0.3) 1.1 (0.4) 1.2 (0.4) 1.2 (0.4) 1.3 (0.5) 1.1 (0.3) 1.1 (0.3) 1.2 (0.4) 1.1 (0.3) 

17-18 y 1.2 (0.4) 1.3 (0.5) 1.2 (0.4) 1.3 (0.5) 1.4 (0.5) 1.3 (0.4) 1.1 (0.3) 1.3 (0.5) 1.2 (0.4) 

Number of 
Sports 

6-12 y 2.2 (1.2) 2.2 (1.2) 1.8 (1.2) 2.2 (1.2) 2.1 (1.3) 2.1 (1.1) 2.1 (1.3) 2.2 (1.2) 1.8 (1.1) 

13-14 y 1.3 (0.7) 1.3 (0.8) 1.2 (0.7) 1.4 (0.8) 1.4 (0.8) 1.2 (0.7) 1.4 (0.8) 1.4 (0.8) 1.1 (0.6) 

15-16 y 1.1 (0.5) 1.1 (0.4) 1.2 (0.6) 1.1 (0.5) 1.4 (0.8) 1.1 (0.2) 1.4 (0.8) 1.2 (0.6) 1.0 (0.2) 

17-18 y 1.1 (0.4) 1.1 (0.4) 1.1 (0.4) 1.1 (0.5) 1.2 (0.6) 1.1 (0.2) 1.2 (0.6) 1.1 (0.5) 1.0 (0.2) 

T
y
p
e

 o
f 
S

p
o
rt

 Team 
Sports 

6-12 y 0.7 (0.8) 0.8 (0.9) 0.5 (0.7) 1.0 (0.9) 0.8 (0.7) 0.3 (0.6) 0.8 (0.7) 0.9 (0.8) 0.2 (0.5) 

13-14 y 0.3 (0.6) 0.3 (0.7) 0.2 (0.5) 0.4 (0.7) 0.3 (0.6) 0.03 (0.2) 0.3 (0.6) 0.4 (0.7) 0.04 (0.2) 

15-16 y 0.1 (0.4) 0.1 (0.4) 0.1 (0.4) 0.1 (0.5) 0.3 (0.6) 0.0 (0.0) 0.3 (0.6) 0.2 (0.5) 0.01 (0.1) 

17-18 y 0.04 (0.3) 0.04 (0.3) 0.02 (0.1) 0.06 (0.4) 0.5 (0.2) 0.0 (0.0) 0.5 (0.2) 0.06 (0.3) 0.0 (0.0) 

Ind. 
Sports 

6-12 y 0.8 (1.0) 0.8 (1.0) 0.9 (1.1) 0.7 (0.9) 0.9 (1.1) 1.2 (1.1) 0.9 (1.1) 0.7 (1.0) 1.0 (1.1) 

13-14 y 0.2 (0.6) 0.2 (0.6) 0.2 (0.5) 0.2 (0.4) 0.3 (0.7) 0.3 (1.0) 0.3 (0.7) 0.2 (0.5) 0.2 (0.7) 

15-16 y 0.07 (0.3) 0.1 (0.3) 0.1 (0.4) 0.1 (0.3) 0.2 (0.6) 0.1 (0.3) 0.2 (0.6) 0.1 (0.4) 0.04 (0.2) 

17-18 y 0.05 (0.3) 0.04 (0.2) 0.1 (0.4) 0.04 (0.2) 0.2 (0.5) 0.1 (0.2) 0.2 (0.5) 0.1 (0.3) 0.02 (0.2) 

All statistical significant differences are described in the results section 
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Considering the type of sports practiced, there is no significant 

differences in the number of team sports practiced for expertise level 

(F(1,225)=0.004; p=0.953), gender (F(1,225)=2.075; p=0.151) and interaction 

(F(1,225)=0.004; p=0.953). However, less-skilled males practiced more individual 

sports than all players (skilled male, skilled female and less-skilled female) 

(F(1,225)=4.463; p=0.036; ƞ2
p=0.19; π=0.56). No significant differences for the 

expertise level (F(1,225)=0.560; p=0.455) or gender (F(1,225)=2.748; p=0.099) were 

observed.  

Discussion 

The aim of this study was to characterize the sports involvement of Portuguese 

volleyball players (sport and volleyball starting ages, the quantity of practice and 

type of sporting activities) during the early stages of sport development, 

considering their expertise level and gender. 

The age at which players started practicing sports did not differ for the 

various groups considered. Indeed, the majority of players had an early 

involvement in sports corroborating a trend already identified in team sports [7, 

12, 21]. For instance, Baker and colleagues [25] examined the developmental 

experiences of team sports athletes and noted that, rather than specializing 

early, they specialized relatively late after first experiencing a very broad base 

of sports. Concerning the volleyball starting age, a variety of paths were found 

in this study. Although there were players who began practicing volleyball 

between 6 and 12 years of age, there were others beginning only after that age, 

unrelated to their expertise level and gender. These findings suggest that early 

or late specialization in volleyball seems to be a factor that does not narrow or 

hinder high-level achievement. This variety of paths reinforced the findings of 

Leite and colleagues [22] applied to Portuguese team sports, adding fruitful 

information to the Portuguese volleyball context at this level, since the number 

of volleyball players in our study was significantly higher (229 players) than the 

number considered in Leite et al.’s study (14 players). Notwithstanding, 

negative consequences have been associated with the early specialization, 

such as negative physical outcomes, a decreasing of sports enjoyment or sport 

dropout and burnout [35, 36]. On the other hand, early diversification seems to 
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be beneficial rather than disadvantageous [18, 36] because of the intrinsic 

motivation that stems from the fun, enjoyment and competence children 

experience through their sporting involvement [36]. Additionally, a diversified 

early sport involvement may also stimulate physiological and cognitive 

adaptations that may be transferable to athletes’ later sport specialization and 

contribute to expertise achievement [11, 36]. Sport developmental programs 

should take into account this evidence in order to ensure that children follow an 

appropriate sports pathway and stay involved in sports (elite or recreational 

level) throughout their development [18]. 

From this study, different pathways emerged taking into account players’ 

gender and expertise level when analysed separately and simultaneously. The 

quantity of practice is often a key distinguishing factor of expertise in both 

individual [8, 15] and team sports [2, 7, 14]. Our results corroborate this trend, 

since skilled players accumulated more hours of training per week throughout 

all developmental stages than less-skilled players. On the other hand, the 

number and type of sports practiced were similar for both skilled and less-skilled 

players, suggesting that the practice of other sports beyond the primary sport 

did not affect their expertise achievement [2, 7]. Although early specialization 

(mainly characterized by deliberate practice) and early diversification (usually 

characterized by deliberate play) are traditionally considered as two different 

and opposing talent development approaches [10], empirical evidence have 

recently shown that different relevant learning activities can coexist within the 

long-term athlete development pathway. Ford and colleagues [2] examined the 

sports participation of 6-12 year-old elite youth soccer players and found that 

accumulated experiences were reflected by minimal diversity in other sports 

(i.e. early specialization) and high levels of play (i.e. deliberate play) in the 

primary domain. This highlights the need for a reframing of traditional 

conceptual frameworks by considering the inclusion of other learning activities 

on a continuum between deliberate practice and deliberate play, and can 

therefore provide a more holistic and realistic characterization of the learning 

involvement in sport [10]. Further studies should examine the microstructure of 

practice in greater detail in order to better understand the impact of different 
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learning activities and pathways on the development and acquisition of expert 

performance in sport. 

In this study, greater sports involvement was accomplished by male 

players since they practiced more sports during the second and third stages, 

more team sports between 6 and 16 years of age, and participated in more 

competitions per week throughout all the developmental stages. The practice of 

other different team sports by male players during childhood may have been 

important, since it provides relevant adaptations that could be transferred to 

volleyball. Some researchers have already acknowledged the possible transfer 

of skills across sports activities during early stages of development [26]. 

Specifically in team sports, Baker and colleagues [25] noted that participation in 

other related activities (sports that share a number of characteristics in 

common, like team sports) might be a functional element in the development of 

expert decision-making skills. On the other hand, the findings of this study 

suggest less commitment and expectations for female players and reinforce the 

need to provide them with more opportunities to practice and compete on a 

regular basis throughout development. It reveals a critical weakness in the 

current Portuguese sport development system and would be worth of future 

study in other countries and sport systems. Hence, further research should 

examine the factors contributing to gender dissonance regarding male and 

female players’ involvement in sport whilst considering the cultural context in 

question. Moreover, in order to guide the design of appropriate sport programs, 

it is essential that the practicalities concerning the implementation of such 

programs are taken into consideration. 

The real novelty of this study emerged when a simultaneous analysis of 

gender and expertise level was undertaken. All groups (i.e. skilled male, skilled 

female, less-skilled male and less-skilled female) demonstrated similar sport 

starting age and volleyball starting age, as well as identical pathways regarding 

the number of hours of training per week and the number of team sports 

practiced. However, skilled female and less-skilled male players showed 

different pathways in the number of competitions per week, number of sports 

and number of individual sports practiced. Here, skilled female players practiced 
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more individual sports than all the other players during stages 1 and 2 and 

participated in more competitions than less-skilled female players during stage 

4. The less-skilled male players practiced more sports during stage 3, and more 

individual sports during stages 3 and 4 than all the other players. The practice 

of more individual sports by skilled female players between 6 and 14 years of 

age arises as a possible key factor to reach expertise. Considering the relatively 

low level of female volleyball in Portugal (lower than the average international 

ranking level) [28], superior physical skills could be an advantage in the route of 

expertise. Therefore, the sports programs should consider not only the transfer 

of learning from sport specific activities to the primary sport [7, 26], but also the 

potential role of non-sport specific activities in shaping possible deficits during 

the players’ early sporting experiences. Otherwise, the practice of more 

individual sports between the ages of 15 and 18 years by less-skilled male 

players could be a sign of less commitment and disengagement with the 

primary sport, probably due to the perception of failure in achieving expertise in 

volleyball. Conflicts of interest and negative experiences such as lack of fun, 

coach conflicts, and lack of playing time have been highlighted as the most 

common reasons for withdrawal from sport [37]. Beyond that, the continued 

participation in other individual sports by less-skilled players may have been a 

restrictive factor in their expertise development in volleyball. According to the 

predictions of the DMSP, the participation in a variety of sports may be 

beneficial before age 12, however some degree of specialization and 

investment in the primary domain is necessary after that age for optimal 

expertise development. An in-depth examination of such findings is necessary 

in order to explain the variety of sport paths encountered within the different 

levels of expertise and gender. Finally, our study showed that skilled female 

players participated in a greater number of competitions between 17 and 18 

years of age compared with less-skilled females. Although no empirical 

evidence exists to support these findings, the relatively low level of Portuguese 

female volleyball probably means that young female players are taken up by 

adult teams for training and competitions earlier than normal. Future research 
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should study these issues more deeply in order to provide accurate 

explanations. 

Although retrospective interviews have been considered an incomplete 

tool to collect accurate data, it is also recognized as a necessary method within 

this research field [38]. Despite this apparent limitation, our study afforded 

important insights into this research field and coaching practice highlighting the 

influence of the interaction of expertise and gender to define the athletes’ paths 

throughout their development. These findings may provide a valuable source of 

information to guide the design of sport programs, particularly in Portugal, 

although further work is obviously required to determine to what extent they 

may be culture, system or sport dependent. In order to obtain a more 

representative portrait of the athletes’ pathways, further research should 

examine the microstructure of practice in greater detail in order to understand 

what best facilitates the acquisition of expert performance [39]. Here, the use of 

weekly practice diaries emerges as a worthwhile tool for obtaining 

contextualised and deeper information about a player’s sport participation [32]. 

Conclusion 

While the quantity of practice emerged as a requisite to expertise achievement 

in this study, both early specialization and early diversification seems to be a 

factor that did not narrow or hinder the high-level achievement of our 

participants. Nevertheless, coaches and sport organizations should be aware of 

the negative consequences of early specialization for continued sport 

participation when planning and designing youth developmental sports 

programs. Furthermore, the distinct sports pathway found according to gender 

highlight the need for sports programs and coaches to consider gender specific 

interventions in order to promote appropriate sport environments for players. In 

the same way, coaches’ interventions should bear in mind these issues in order 

to design adjustable sporting experiences according to gender differences. 

Finally, the assumption that only the practice of sport specific activities can have 

an impact on expertise achievement should be accepted only with caution. In 

this study, the practice of non-sport specific activities (such as individual sports) 

during early sport participation appeared to have considerable importance for 
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female volleyball players in reaching a higher competitive level. Sport 

developmental programs and coaches should consider this evidence in order to 

create appropriate sporting experiences according to players’ needs and 

characteristics during their early development. 
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Abstract 

This study examined the developmental sport experiences of volleyball players, 

focusing on training patterns and the influence of maturational characteristics 

over a period of 13 years. Thirty elite and thirty less elite volleyball players (15 

male and 15 female for each group) participated in a retrospective interview. 

Results indicated that generally players had an early-diversified sport 

involvement. However, elite players differ from less elite players by having 

specialized later in volleyball and accumulated more hours of diversified 

activities and volleyball in stage 3 (17-20 years) and throughout their 

development (8-20 years). Nevertheless, the achievement of expertise was not 

only related to hours spent in sport but also to the influence of players’ 

maturational characteristics. Elite players were younger than peers/ teammates 

from specializing to investment years (13-20 years) and elite female players 

were taller than peers/ teammates from sampling to specializing years (8-16 

years), suggesting the contribution of age and height for their expertise 

achievement. These findings show the importance of considering a 

multidisciplinary and integrative approach in the study of athlete development. 

 

Key words: expertise, talent, athlete development, maturational factors, training 

factors 

 

 

Introduction 

Sport is a unique domain for understanding the processes by which expert 

performance is achieved and maintained. The lifelong examination of expert 

athletes’ developmental pathways toward expert performance in adulthood 

shed light on the particular factors that influence the achievement of high levels 

of performance in sport. Two conceptual approaches have been developed 

over the years to trace the lifelong development of sport experts, namely talent 

development models [1-6] and career transitions models [7, 8]. The 

Developmental Model of Sport Participation (DMSP) proposed by Côté and 

colleagues [4, 9] is considered the most prominent conceptualization of 
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athletes’ development within the sport literature [10] and includes three different 

sport development trajectories: (1) recreational participation through early 

diversification and deliberate play; (2) elite performance through early 

diversification and deliberate play and (3) elite performance through early 

specialization and deliberate practice. While the outcomes of trajectories (2) 

and (3) are the same (i.e., elite performance) the processes to achieve elite 

performance are different. Trajectory (2) suggests that elite performance results 

from an early sampling environment that comprises engagement in a diversity 

of sport activities before specialization and a gradual transition from deliberate 

play activities during childhood to more intense practice during adolescence 

and adulthood [11, 12]. On the other hand, trajectory (3), suggests that early 

specialization in one sport and early investment in deliberate practice are the 

foundation of adult elite performance in sport [13, 14]. 

The DMSP suggests two different developmental trajectories to elite 

performance in sport, however the different processes of an early sampling or 

early specialization environments have been shown to affect the sport 

experiences of young people differently.  Studies have suggested that an early 

sampling trajectory leads to expertise particularly in sports in which peak 

performance is reached after maturation such as team sports [15-18] and have 

a protective effect on negative consequences such as dropout [19-21]. Studies 

also suggest that sampling a diversity of sport activities allows children to 

experience a number of different physical, cognitive, affective, and psychosocial 

environments, which may enhance the intrinsic motivation that stems from the 

fun, enjoyment, and competence children experience in sport [22-24]. On the 

other hand, a focus on specialized training (i.e., focused on the main sport) 

during early stages of development has been associated with several negative 

consequences, such as injury, a decrease of enjoyment, and dropout [19, 20, 

25-27]. Indeed, the 10,000 hours of deliberate practice considered as 

necessary for attaining expertise seems to not fit the case of team sports, since 

several studies have shown that expert players have usually added up only 

between 4,000 to 6,000 hours of sport specific practice to reach an elite level of 

performance [16, 28, 29]. 
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 To date, studies that have retrospectively investigated the developmental 

trajectories of group of expert and novice athletes have examined the quantity 

and type of developmental activities athletes had engaged in, neglecting the 

influence of other relevant factors in the course of their development. Recently 

researchers have discussed the need to consider a more multidisciplinary and 

integrative focus in the study of athlete development in order to better 

understand the multiple interacting constraints that shape the development of 

expert performers [30, 31]. Therefore, it is important not only to consider the 

quantity and type of activities, but also the particular characteristics of the 

athletes and the contexts in which the activities are taking place. For example, 

maturational characteristics (such as age and height) can have a significant 

influence on the quality of athletes’ developmental sport experiences [32-34]. 

Accordingly, researchers have acknowledged the benefits of playing with or 

against older peers [35, 36] or participating in older competitive structured 

teams [37] for talent development; however no studies have yet systematically 

examine the athletes’ age in comparison to peers in specific sport environment 

and throughout development. Furthermore, the athlete’s height could be 

considered in many sports, such as basketball and volleyball, as an advantage 

in achieving a high level of performance [13, 38, 39]. Therefore, playing sport 

throughout the development process with older/ younger or shorter/ taller peers 

may lead to different sport experiences and ultimately could affect the learning 

process, skill acquisition, and ultimate level of expertise of a developing athlete.  

 Taking into account that expertise could be influenced by other factors 

such as athlete’s characteristics [31, 40], it is also important to consider gender 

as a variable that could affect the sport pathway and consequently the 

achievement of expert performance. Recent evidence has identified 

discrepancies in the pathways of male and female athletes highlighting the 

need to consider gender as a worthy variable to explore in further research [17, 

41] and specially the interaction between expertise and gender.  

The purpose of this study is twofold. First, we will retrospectively track 

the developmental trajectory of elite and less elite volleyball players (examining 

number and hours of sport activities) throughout three stages of development 
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(ages 8-12, 13-16 and 17-20) taking into account the interaction between 

expertise level and gender. Second, we will compare players’ age and height in 

relation to peers in different contexts of sport activities (i.e., diversified activities 

and main sport) throughout development while considering simultaneously the 

players’ expertise level and gender. 

 

Methods 

Participants and procedure 

Participants were 30 male and female elite and 30 male and female less elite 

volleyball players. The sample included four different groups: 15 elite male, 15 

elite female, 15 less elite male and 15 less elite female volleyball players. The 

60 participants were recruited through head coaches and administrators of 18 

volleyball clubs in Portugal. All participants were selected based on two main 

criteria: a) having no less than 23 years of age (peak performance in volleyball 

is achieved in the mid to late twenties), and b) having a minimum of ten years of 

sport specific experience (i.e., Volleyball) [13]. Additional criteria for elite players 

included playing in the premier league [42, 43], belonging to senior national 

team [15, 44, 45] and being amongst the best volleyball players in Portugal as 

nominated by a panel of 8 national team coaches [16, 29]. The less elite players 

were regularly involved in recreational volleyball and have never been part of a 

senior national team. All players were contacted personally or by telephone and 

were provided with an overview of the study – 100% of the players contacted 

agreed to participate in the study. Retrospective interviews were conducted in a 

quiet and free of distraction location. Prior to the beginning of the interviews, 

athletes signed consent forms and were given information sheets that informed 

them about the purpose of the project and the interview procedure. 

 

Retrospective interview 

The interview was an adapted version of the Côté, Ericsson and Law’s [46] 

retrospective interview procedure, intended to trace the sporting practice 

histories of volleyball players. The interview was designed to assess 

quantitative data of players’ general pattern of activity involvement (training 



Estudo Empírico 2 

 
 

 113 

patterns) and players’ maturational characteristics during their sport 

development. The procedure included primarily closed-ended questions and 

was focused in four main areas: demographic information (i.e., gender, current 

competitive level), early activities (i.e., start age, time line of involvement in 

diversified sport activities throughout development, number of hours of practice 

per year in each sport activity), volleyball-specific involvement (i.e., start age, 

number of hours of volleyball practice per year), and player’s maturational 

characteristics (i.e., age and height in relation to peers/ teammates throughout 

the different sport activities and volleyball). Data were collected in a series of 

tables and charts designed to assemble the information in an easily and 

intuitive profile for both the primary researcher and the athlete [46]. This 

interview was conducted in a one-on-one format and took approximately 90 

minutes per interview to complete. All data were audio recorded. 

 

Training patterns 

The training patterns were examined from a developmental perspective and 

included: a) sport activities, b) number of hours in each sport activities practiced 

per year, c) number of hours of volleyball practiced per year. In order to 

examine these variables from a developmental perspective, data were collected 

from age 8 to current age of the players (up to a maximum of age 20). Variables 

were quantified by calculating means for each of three stages of development 

considered (8 to 12 years, 13 to 16 years, and 17 to 20 years). These 

developmental stages were firstly selected after a preliminary quantitative 

analysis of the data, in which some specific patterns differentiating the players’ 

development were highlighted. Second, the DMSP [9, 11, 47] was used as the 

theoretical background to define the players’ developmental stages. Third, the 

Portuguese Volleyball Federation competitive system was used to validate the 

age values of each stage. Accordingly, the first stage (8-12 years), second (13-

16 years) and third (17-20 years) stage match the different stages of training of 

the Portuguese Volleyball Federation. 
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Player’s Maturational Characteristics 

Player’s maturational characteristics included the players’ age and height in 

relation to peers/ teammates throughout their sport participation. Specifically, to 

gather information about age, players were asked if they were younger, older or 

had the same age in relation to peers/ teammates for each sport activity they 

participated in. Players’ height was collected similarly that is, players were 

asked if they were shorter, taller or had the same height in relation to peers/ 

teammates for each sport activity they participated in.  Player’s characteristics 

were quantified similarly to training patterns, with mean ratings of each 

variables calculated for all the three stages of development considered. 

 

Reliability 

The usefulness of our proposed methodology is critically dependent on the 

validity and reliability of the reported information [46]. While providing 

information for more recent events is relatively reliable, the information of 

activities undertaken much earlier in the players’ development may not provide 

similarly accurate recall [46]. Research on memory has provided some 

evidences on substantial forgetting and bias in long-term memory of activities 

and experiences [46, 48].  Therefore, there is a need to consider strategies to 

assess the reliability of the information elicited in the retrospective interviews. 

Côté et al. [46] proposed the test-retest as an approach to assess the reliability 

of the information elicited in retrospective interview, which has been used 

successfully in past studies [19, 25, 49]. 

To assess the reliability of the information provided by players in this 

study, follow-up interviews were conducted with 25% of the sample (15 players 

– 3 elite male, 4 elite female, 4 less elite male and 4 less elite female). Pearson 

product-moment correlations were calculated between the information collected 

in time 1 and time 2 and showed high correlations that varied between .702 and 

.995. More specifically, age of first participation in sport activities (r=.987), age 

of first participation in volleyball (r=.991), age of volleyball specialization 

(r=.983), number of sport activities recalled (r=.971), hours of practice in 

different sport activities (r=.995), hours in volleyball (r=.970), age in comparison 
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to peers in different sport activities (ranging from r=.803 to r=.924), height in 

comparison to peers in different sport activities (ranging from r=.917 to r=.979), 

age in comparison to teammates in volleyball (ranging from r=.702 to r=.794), 

height in comparison to teammates in volleyball (ranging from r=.833 to r=.995) 

showed high level of consistency between the information reported in the two 

interviews. 

 

Data Analysis 

In order to examine differences in number of sport activities involved in 

throughout development, we conducted a 4 x 3 (group x stage) analysis of 

variance (ANOVA’s) with repeated measures across stages (stage 1: ages 8-

12, stage 2: ages 13-16 and stage 3: ages 17-20). This ANOVA’s design was 

used to examine the number and hours of diversified sport activities practised 

as well as the number of hours of volleyball across time. Additionally, one-way 

ANOVA was used to compare groups (i.e., elite male, elite female, less elite 

male and less elite female) on each of the training patterns and player’s 

maturational characteristics variables. Concerning training patterns, one-way 

ANOVA was used to examine the age of first participation in diversified sport 

activities and volleyball, the age of specialization in volleyball as well as the 

number and hours of diversified sport activities and the number of hours of 

volleyball practised in each stage. Regarding player’s maturational 

characteristics, one-way ANOVA was used to examine players’ age and height 

in relation to peers/ teammates throughout their involvement in different sport 

activities and volleyball in each stage. A full data set (i.e., age 8 to 20) was 

available for all participants. For all analyses the alpha required for significance 

was set at p≤.05. Post hoc analyses were conducted using Bonferroni tests. 

Eta-squared values (η2) and Cohen’s d were calculated to determine effect 

sizes. 
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Results 

General Overview of Training Patterns Across Time 

Involvement in different activities – Descriptive statistics for number and hours 

of different sport activities (DSA) practised for each group and at different 

stages of development are presented in table 1. No differences between groups 

were found, however, a significant effect for stage was found on players’ 

number of DSA practised (F(2,112)=22.938, p<.001, η2=.291). Pairwise 

comparisons of means across stages (Bonferroni adjusted alpha of p<.001) 

revealed that athletes were involved in significantly more activities during stage 

1 (M=3.0 sports/year, SD=0.2) and stage 2 (M=2.3 sports/year, SD=0.2) than in 

stage 3 (M=1.6 sports/year, SD=0.1). Concerning the players’ hours of 

involvement in DSA, a significant effect for stage (F(2,112)=14.903, p<.001, 

η2=.210) was found. Pairwise comparisons of means across stages (Bonferroni 

adjusted alpha of p=.001) revealed that players were involved in significantly 

more hours of DSA in stage 2 (M=1419 hours/year, SD=602.0) and stage 3 

(M=1750 hours/year, SD=897.1) than in stage 1 (M=1079 hours/year, 

SD=1113.0). 

 

Table 1 - Descriptive statistics for number and hours of DSA and volleyball examined from a developmental 
perspective 

 

 
Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

Nº of DSA 3.0 (1.8) 2.3 (1.4) 1.6 (0.9) 6.8 (3.1) 

Hours of 
involvement in 

DSA 

1079.0 
(1113.0) 

1419.0 
(602.0) 

1750.0 
(897.1) 

4247.0 
(1975.1) 

Hours of Volleyball 
406.0 

(333.0) 
1130.0 
(483.0) 

1710.0 
(889.4) 

3245.1 
(1262.2) 
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Volleyball – Descriptive statistics for hours of volleyball examined from a 

developmental perspective are presented in table 1. Analyses of hours of 

volleyball practised per year revealed a significant effect stage (F(2,112)=159.880, 

p<.001, η2=.741) but not for groups. Pairwise comparisons of means across 

stages (Bonferroni adjusted alpha of p<.001) revealed that players were 

involved in more hours of volleyball in stage 2 (M=1130 hours/year, SD=483.0) 

and stage 3 (M=1710 hours/year, SD=889.4) than in stage 1 (M=406.0 

hours/year, SD=333.0). 

 

Elite and Less Elite Players’ Training Patterns 

Age of First Sport Participation and Specialization – Descriptive statistics for 

age of first sport participation and volleyball as well as age of specialization in 

volleyball (when players are practising only volleyball) are presented in table 2. 

No significant differences were found between groups for the age of first sport 

participation and volleyball. However, significant differences were found 

between groups in the age of specialization in volleyball (F(3,59)=6.494, p=.001, 

η2=.258). Surprisingly, elite male and elite female players had specialized later 

than less elite male players (p=.001 and p=.011, respectively). 

Table 2 - Descriptive statistics for age of first sport participation and volleyball, and age of specialization in 
volleyball 

 Elite Male Elite Female 
Less Elite 

Male 
Less Elite 
Female 

First sport 
participation 

6.6 (2.8) 8.1 (3.0) 7.1 (2.6) 7.9 (3.1 

First participation in 
Volleyball 

10.1 (3.7) 11.7 (2.5) 10.1 (3.7) 11.0 (2.2) 

Age of 
Specialization in 

Volleyball 
15.0 (2.1) 14.0 (2.1) 12.2 (1.7) 13.0 (2.7) 
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Involvement in different activities – Descriptive statistics for number and hours 

of DSA are presented in table 3. No significant differences were found between 

groups for the number of DSA practised. However, significant differences were 

found between groups in the hours of DSA practised per year (F(3,59)=21.684, 

p<.001, η2=.537) and in the overall accumulated number of hours of DSA 

(F(3,59)=4.815, p=0.005, η2=.205). Elite male and elite female players were 

involved in more hours than less elite male (p<.000 and p=.001, respectively) 

and less elite female players (p<.000 and p=.001, respectively) in stage 3. 

Moreover, elite male and elite female players accumulated more hours of DSA 

(from 8 to 20 years) than less elite male players (p=.001 and p=.030, 

respectively). 

 

Volleyball – Descriptive statistics for hours of volleyball are presented in table 3. 

Significant differences were found between groups in the hours of volleyball per 

year (F(3,59)=20.185, p<.001, η2=.520) and in the overall accumulated number of 

hours of volleyball (F(3,59)=6.783, p=.001, η2=.267). Elite male and elite female 

players were involved in more hours than less elite male (p<.000 and p=.001, 

respectively) and less elite female players (p<.000 and p=.001, respectively) in 

stage 3. Moreover, elite male and elite female players accumulated more hours 

of volleyball (from 8 to 20 years) than less elite male players (p=.002 and 

p=.017, respectively). 

 

Elite and Less Elite Players’ Maturational Characteristics 

Involvement in different activities – Descriptive statistics for players’ 

maturational characteristics (i.e., age and height in relation to peers/ 

teammates) throughout DSA practised are presented in table 4. Concerning 

players’ age, significant differences were found between groups in stage 2 

(F(3,59)=5.833, p=.002, η2=.238) and stage 3 (F(3,59)=12.500, p<.001, η2=.401). 

Elite male players were younger than less elite male players during stage 2 

(p=.010) and stage 3 (p=.001); and elite female players were younger than less 

elite female players during stage 3 (p<.001). 
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Table 3 - Descriptive statistics for number and hours of DSA and Volleyball examined according to interaction  

 

Elite male Elite female Less elite male Less elite female 

 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

N
º 

o
f 

D
S

A
 

3.7 
(2.1) 

3.1 
(1.1) 

1.9 
(1.0) 

2.9 
(0.3) 

2.6 
(1.6) 

1.9 
(1.2) 

1.7 
(0.9) 

2.1 
(0.3) 

2.5 
(1.1) 

2.2 
(1.4) 

1.3 
(0.7) 

2.0 
(0.3) 

3.1 
(2.1) 

1.8 
(1.6) 

1.4 
(0.8) 

H
o
u
rs

 o
f 

in
v
o
lv

e
m

e
n
t 
in

 

D
S

A
 

1060.0 
(615.0) 

1501.0 
(564.1) 

2671.0 
(1051.0) 

5231.2 
(1478.0) 

1197.3 
(1887.0) 

1721.0 
(751.4) 

2060.0 
(565.1) 

4978.0 
(2715.0) 

798.4 
(386.2) 

1155.3 
(285.0) 

1142.0 
(158.0) 

3096.0 
(457.0) 

1258.4 
(999.4) 

1298.0 
(606.0) 

1127.2 
(347.4) 

H
o
u
rs

 o
f 

v
o
lle

y
b

a
ll 

347.2 
(285.4) 

1093.0 
(530.9) 

2589.0 
(1088.0) 

4029.0 
(1610.2) 

324.1 
(342.9) 

1357.0 
(635.0) 

2041.0 
(555.1) 

3721.4 
(1151.2) 

399.0 
(366.2) 

947.0 
(286.1) 

1137.0 
(159.1) 

2483.0 
(706.4) 

553.3 
(315.0) 

1122.0 
(350.0) 

1073.0 
(291.0) 
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Concerning players’ height, significant differences were found between groups 

in stage 1 (F(3,59)=3.774,p=.015, η2=.168) and stage 2 (F(3,59)=5.833, p=.002, 

η2=.203). Elite female players were taller than less elite female players during 

stage 1 (p=.032) and 2 (p=.041). 

 

Volleyball – Descriptive statistics for players’ maturational characteristics (i.e., 

age and height in relation to peers/ teammates) throughout volleyball 

involvement are presented in table 4. Concerning players’ age, significant 

differences were found between groups in stage 3 (F(3,59)=14.864, p<.001, 

η2=.443). Elite male players were younger than less elite male players during 

stage 3 (p=.004) and elite female players were younger than less elite female 

players during stage 3 (p<.001). Concerning players’ height, significant 

differences were found between groups in stage 2 (F(3,59)=3.654, p=.018, 

η2=.164). Elite female players were taller than less elite female players during 

stage 2 (p=.015). 

 

Discussion 

The main purpose of this study was to characterize the developmental sport 

experiences of volleyball players (i.e., quantity and type of practice as well as 

player’s maturational characteristics in comparison to peers within that practice) 

taking into account the interaction between expertise level and gender. 

In general, players’ training patterns indicate an early diversified sport 

pathway with a greater involvement in several sport activities during stage 1 

(i.e., sampling years) and 2 (i.e., specializing years), and an intensification of 

hours of practice and volleyball in stage 2 and 3 (i.e., investment years). 

Consistent with the DMSP [9, 11] and empirical studies in team sports [16, 17, 

21, 29], these findings suggest a diversified sport environment in the early years 

of involvement and a gradual transition towards specialization in the primary 

sport from age 13. Authors have suggested that the early diversification 

pathway is beneficial by having a critical role in athletes’ motivation and 

enjoyment of sport, which positively affect the long-term sport involvement of 

athletes [19, 20, 24, 47]. 
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Table 4 - Descriptive statistics for players’ age and height throughout DSA and Volleyball 

   Elite male Elite female Less elite male Less elite female 

   
Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

A
g

e
 

D
S

A
 

Younger 
1.2 

(1.1) 
1.1 

(0.8) 
2.0 

(1.0) 
4.3 

(1.7) 
0.9 

(0.9) 
1.1 

(0.5) 
1.8 

(0.9) 
3.9 

(1.6) 
0.4 

(0.8) 
0.3 

(0.5) 
0.9 

(0.4) 
1.5 

(1.1) 
0.9 

(0.8) 
0.5 

(0.8) 
0.6 

(0.6) 
2.1 

(1.4) 

Same 
Age 

2.7 
(1.2) 

2.5 
(1.4) 

1.3 
(0.9) 

6.5 
(2.2) 

1.8 
(1.6) 

1.9 
(1.2) 

0.9 
(0.9) 

4.6 
(2.8) 

2.3 
(0.9) 

2.1 
(1.5) 

1.3 
(0.9) 

5.7 
(2.5) 

1.9 
(1.3) 

1.6 
(1.2) 

1.1 
(0.9) 

4.5 
(2.7) 

Older 
0.1 

(0.3) 
0.1 

(0.3) 
0.3 

(0.6) 
0.5 

(0.8) 
0.1 

(0.3) 
0.1 

(0.3) 
0.1 

(0.2) 
0.2 

(0.6) 
0.0 

(0.0) 
0.1 

(0.5) 
0.0 

(0.0) 
0.1 

(0.5) 
0.5 

(1.6) 
0.1 

(0.5) 
0.2 

(0.6) 
0.8 

(1.8) 

V
o

l 

Younger 
1.1 

(1.8) 
1.7 

(2.4) 
5.1 

(2.6) 
7.9 

(5.4) 
0.4 

(0.6) 
0.0 

(0.0) 
5.7 

(3.0) 
8.4 

(4.7) 
0.1 

(0.3) 
0.2 

(0.6) 
2.3 

(1.0) 
2.5 

(1.5) 
0.3 

(0.9) 
0.1 

(0.4) 
1.2 

(1.7) 
2.2 

(3.1) 

Same 
Age 

2.1 
(1.8) 

3.2 
(2.1) 

2.1 
(1.5) 

7.5 
(4.0) 

1.1 
(1.5) 

3.1 
(2.4) 

1.7 
(1.8) 

5.9 
(4.0) 

2.3 
(2.1) 

3.5 
(0.8) 

2.0 
(1.4) 

7.7 
(2.5) 

1.9 
(1.2) 

3.3 
(1.4) 

2.6 
(2.1) 

7.8 
(3.7) 

Older 
0.0 

(0.0) 
0.1 

(0.5) 
0.6 

(1.2) 
0.7 

(1.4) 
0.0 

(0.0) 
0.1 

(0.5) 
0.1 

(0.5) 
0.3 

(1.0) 
0.0 

(0.0) 
0.0 

(0.0) 
0.0 

(0.0) 
0.0 

(0.0) 
0.2 

(0.8) 
0.1 

(0.5) 
0.5 

(1.2) 
0.8 

(1.8) 

H
e
ig

h
t 

D
S

A
 

Shorter 
1.0 

(1.5) 
0.8 

(1.2) 
1.0 

(1.4) 
2.8 

(3.7) 
0.5 

(0.8) 
0.3 

(0.7) 
0.4 

(0.7) 
1.3 

(1.9) 
0.7 

(1.0) 
0.3 

(0.5) 
0.3 

(0.5) 
1.3 

(1.6) 
1.1 

(1.2) 
0.6 

(0.6) 
0.7 

(0.6) 
2.3 

(1.9) 

Same 
Height 

1.4 
(1.7) 

0.8 
(1.2) 

0.8 
(1.1) 

3.0 
(3.2) 

0.7 
(1.2) 

1.2 
(1.1) 

1.3 
(1.0) 

3.1 
(2.4) 

1.3 
(1.2) 

1.2 
(1.3) 

0.8 
(0.9) 

3.3 
(2.5) 

1.8 
(1.8) 

1.3 
(1.7) 

0.6 
(0.5) 

3.7 
(3.4) 

Taller 
1.3 

(1.7) 
1.9 

(2.0) 
1.7 

(2.1) 
5.0 

(4.9) 
1.7 

(1.4) 
1.5 

(0.8) 
0.9 

(1.1) 
4.1 

(1.8) 
0.5 

(0.9) 
1.1 

(1.2) 
0.5 

(0.8) 
2.1 

(2.6) 
0.4 

(0.7) 
0.3 

(0.5) 
0.1 

(0.4) 
0.8 

(1.1) 

V
o

l 

Shorter 
2.1 

(2.6) 
2.1 

(2.8) 
3.1 

(4.3) 
7.4 

(9.2) 
0.4 

(1.3) 
0.7 

(1.8) 
1.3 

(2.3) 
2.4 

(4.7) 
0.5 

(1.2) 
0.9 

(1.5) 
1.2 

(1.8) 
2.6 

(3.8) 
0.7 

(1.6) 
1.0 

(1.5) 
2.0 

(2.4) 
3.7 

(4.7) 

Same 
Height 

0.4 
(0.9) 

1.0 
(1.6) 

2.2 
(3.5) 

3.6 
(5.3) 

0.1 
(0.5) 

1.9 
(1.7) 

3.8 
(3.7) 

5.8 
(5.0) 

0.7 
(1.2) 

1.7 
(1.6) 

2.1 
(2.1) 

4.5 
(3.9) 

1.5 
(1.5) 

2.5 
(1.9) 

2.0 
(1.9) 

6.0 
(4.0) 

Taller 
0.7 

(1.4) 
1.8 

(2.1) 
2.5 

(2.5) 
5.0 

(5.1) 
0.9 

(1.3) 
2.9 

(2.6) 
2.8 

(3.7) 
6.7 

(5.6) 
1.1 

(2.0) 
1.1 

(1.6) 
0.9 

(1.6) 
3.2 

(4.5) 
0.4 

(1.1) 
0.7 

(1.2) 
0.5 

(1.3) 
1.5 

(2.4) 
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Furthermore, it has been implied that early-diversified sport experiences 

favourably contribute to the development of core skills (physical, cognitive, 

social, emotional and motor) needed to invest in highly specialized training in 

later stages of development [16, 29, 47]. As such, coaches and sport systems 

should consider early diversification as a profitable pathway to a sport 

foundation that eventually leads to elite performance and also to continued 

sport participation and personal development [47]. 

In this study, different developmental training patterns emerged taking 

into account the interaction between expertise level and gender. Elite players 

(male and female) specialized later in volleyball (around age 14-15 years, i.e., 

stage 2), practised more hours of DSA and volleyball than less elite players 

(male and female) in stage 3 (17-20 years of age), and accumulated a greater 

overall number of hours of DSA and volleyball than less elite male players. 

These findings support previous evidence suggesting that early diversification 

does not hinder elite sport participation in sports in which peak performance is 

reached after maturation [18, 29, 50], such as volleyball. The age of peak 

performance in these sports usually occurs after the athlete has fully matured, 

which allows the athletes to sample a variety of sports before specializing in the 

main sport. Literature has also suggested that sport specialization should occur 

around age 13 and a full investment in sport specific training at about age 16 

[47, 51].  The results of this study support these age markers.    

Interestingly, less elite male players specialized earlier in volleyball and 

accumulated a reduced overall amount of diversified practice. The premature 

specialization in volleyball by less elite male players (around age 12) restricted 

their early sport participation opportunities, which could have limited the 

development of important skills for attaining expertise in the main sport. Taking 

into account the superior competitive level of male volleyball in Portugal when 

compared to female volleyball [52], these findings suggested that an early 

specialization was a disadvantage to reach expertise and support the tenets of 

the DMSP [9, 47, 51]. 

Although literature highlighted the benefits of playing and practising with 

older peers [35, 36, 53, 54], these experiences may not have the same 
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relevance in different stages of the athletes’ career. Our findings suggest that a 

greater advantage of practising with older peers occur during adolescence 

rather than during the sampling years (diversified sport experiences in 

childhood). It could be argued that practising in a more demanding and 

challenging environment during adolescence provided additional training stimuli 

(induced by older peers), which possibly enhanced the quality of the training 

environment and eventually increased the players’ level of expertise [55, 56]. 

Furthermore, although literature has acknowledged height as one of the core 

factors for achieving an elite-level performance in volleyball [38, 39] in our study 

height was considered as an advantage only for elite female players. The 

superior competitive level observed in Portuguese male volleyball, where the 

physical attributes (e.g., height, strength, vertical jump ability) are not as 

relevant as tactical and technical factors [57], can explain this results in elite 

male players. On the other hand, having better physical attributes seems to be 

an advantage in lower competitive levels as shown in the results of elite female 

players. 

 

General Conclusions and Practical Implications 

This study offers important insights into athlete development highlighting the 

benefits of an early diversification trajectory and the influence of player’s 

characteristics within sport activities experienced throughout development. The 

findings emphasize that the quantity and type of practice are key discriminators 

of elite and less elite players. However, achieving expertise in sport does not 

seem to be only related to the quantity and type of practice but also to the 

overall environment in which that practice is performed. This study showed that 

players’ age and height could influence the quality of sport experiences in 

specific stages of athlete development. In sum, the context and characteristics 

of the sport environment should always be considered when accounting for the 

activities that lead to the development of expertise in sport. 

On a more practical basis, coaches and sport systems are encouraged to 

consider early diversification as a suitable pathway to adult elite performance. 

Furthermore, athlete characteristics and the context of the sporting environment 
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should be considered when designing training programs since they could 

promote different stimuli influencing skill acquisition and talent development. 

Finally, sport systems should be advised to consider the mutual dependence 

between expertise level and gender in order to better understand the 

development of talent in sport. Overall, this study reinforced the need of a 

multidisciplinary approach to athlete development research. 
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Abstract 

This study analysed the developmental sport activities undertaken by volleyball 

players throughout development, focusing on the formality of such activities 

and their influence in volleyball expertise achievement. Thirty elite and thirty 

less elite volleyball players (15 male and 15 female for each group) 

participated in a retrospective interview. Results indicated that generally 

players had an early-diversified sport involvement with participation in formal 

and informal activities. However, elite players differ from less elite players by 

having accumulated more hours of formal practice and participated in this type 

of practice with older peers. Furthermore, elite players mentioned the 

involvement in specific informal activities (i.e. “street volleyball”) with older 

peers and recognized the importance of this type of implicit learning for their 

expertise achievement. These findings show the importance of considering the 

role of informal sport activities in the development of expertise in volleyball. 

 

Key words: training factors; developmental sport activities; expertise; athlete 

development; talent 

 

 

Introduction 

The particular processes underpinning athlete development is a cornerstone of 

the sport sciences allowing researchers to explain the exceptional 

performances of expert athletes. In the past years, researchers have examined 

what particular attributes contribute most to excellence in sport acknowledging 

the important role played by the early developmental activities for skill 

acquisition and expertise achievement (Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2007; Côté, 

Erickson, & Abernethy, 2013; Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romër, 1993). In a 

comprehensive study on learning and skill acquisition, Ericsson, Krampe and 

Tesch-Romër (1993) concluded that the most effective learning occurs through 

investment in highly structured, relevant and effortful activities designed to 

improve performance, typically defined as deliberate practice. Within sport 

sciences, a body of evidence has shown that hours accumulated in deliberate 
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practice are closely, positively and monotonically related to the level of 

performance achieved (e.g. Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003b; Baker, Côté, & 

Deakin, 2005b; Berry, Abernethy, & Côté, 2008; Ward, Hodges, Starkes, & 

Williams, 2007). Nevertheless, researchers have also indicated that time spent 

in what has been termed deliberate play during the early stages of athlete 

development is important for expertise achievement (for a review, see Côté et 

al., 2007; Côté et al., 2013). Deliberate play involves early developmental 

activities that are intrinsically motivating, provide immediate gratification and 

are designed to maximize enjoyment (Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2003; Côté et 

al., 2007; Côté et al., 2013). 

 In an attempt to understand how athletes develop in sport, a number of 

developmental pathways athletes engage in across childhood and 

adolescence toward expert performance in adulthood have been suggested in 

the past years (Baker, 2003; Baker, Cobley, & Fraser-Thomas, 2009; Côté, 

1999; Côté et al., 2007). The Developmental Model of Sport participation 

(DMSP) (Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2003, 2007) is one of the most prominent 

conceptualization of athletes’ development that clearly illustrates the possible 

sport participation trajectories undertaken by an athlete. The DMSP suggests 

three different developmental trajectories, namely (1) recreational participation 

through early diversification and deliberate play; (2) elite performance through 

early diversification and deliberate play and (3) elite performance through early 

specialization and deliberate practice. Although early diversification (2) and 

early specialization (3) are feasible pathways to achieve expertise in sport, 

their developmental processes are distinctive. While early diversification is 

based on the notion that children “sampled” a wide range of sporting activities 

that involve high levels of deliberate play and low levels of deliberate practice 

before specialization (Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2003, 2007), early specialization 

includes an early start age in one sport and an early investment in deliberate 

practice (Baker, 2003; Baker et al., 2009; Wiersma, 2000). Studies have 

suggested that an early diversification is a suitable pathway in sports where 

the peak of performance is achieved during adulthood, such as team sports 

(e.g. Baker et al., 2003b; Berry et al., 2008; Soberlack & Côté, 2003; Wall & 
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Côté, 2007). An early-diversified sport involvement allows children to 

experience a number of different physical, cognitive, affective, and 

psychosocial environments, which may enhance the intrinsic motivation that 

stems from the fun, enjoyment, and competence children experience in sport 

(Côté & Fraser-Thomas, 2008; Côté, Lidor, & Hackfort, 2009; Côté, Murphy-

Mills, & Abernethy, 2012). On the contrary, a focus on highly structured and 

specialized training during early stages of development has been associated 

with several negative consequences, such as injury, a decrease of enjoyment 

and dropout (Baker et al., 2009; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2008a, 

2008b; Law, Côté, & Ericsson, 2007; Wiersma, 2000). 

 Although the theoretical background developed around early 

specialization-deliberate practice and early diversification-deliberate play has 

been important to guide athletes’ development research in the last several 

years, empirical evidence has demonstrated that deliberate practice and 

deliberate play are not exclusive activities within the expertise development 

(Côté et al., 2013). Studies examining the development of elite athletes have 

suggested that sport participation includes involvement in a number of other 

types of activities that differ from the original definition of deliberate practice 

and deliberate play (Berry et al., 2008; Ford, Ward, Hodges, & Williams, 2009; 

Ford, Yates, & Williams, 2010). In order to obtain a more complete and eclectic 

overview of athlete’s developmental sport experiences, the examination of the 

formality of sport activities may allow an inclusion of a wider range of activities 

equally important for talent development. Here, organized activities embrace 

formal adult-led sport activities that include all kind of structured training 

performed in an official institution, such as a sport club. On the other hand, 

unorganized activities include informal child-led activities, developed in an 

unstructured environment like a basketball game in the backyard with friends. 

Unorganized activities comprise high degree of novelty and unpredictability 

exposing children to new physical, social and emotional situations (Côté et al., 

2003, 2007; Côté et al., 2013). Furthermore, the flexibility in their structure and 

form provide children the opportunity and freedom to invent, adapt and 

negotiate rules (and other characteristics), which promote the development of 
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important characteristics to talent development such as innovation, creativity, 

adaptability and flexibility (Côté et al., 2013; Ford, Hodges, & Williams, 2013; 

Memmert, Baker, & Bertsch, 2010). Despite the relevance of this type of 

activity, little attention has been given to the role played by unorganized 

activities (i.e. child-led activities) for talent development. 

 Researchers attempted to trace the training activities and 

developmental pathways of expert athletes have used a diversity of research 

approaches that vary from retrospective quantitative interviews to 

questionnaires and qualitative interviews (for a review, see Côté et al., 2007). 

The majority of studies were developed based on quantitative methodologies, 

providing useful insights into patterns of sport involvement and pathways to 

reach sport expertise. However, quantitative approach is somewhat limited to 

fully understand the dynamic and complex nature of athlete and talent 

development. Accordingly, combining quantitative with qualitative 

methodologies in a mixed methods approach could be a valuable condition to 

in-depth analyse and interpret latent, underlying or nonobvious issues within 

athlete and talent development. 

 The purpose of this study was to characterize the developmental 

pathways of elite and less elite volleyball players specifically considering the 

formality of sport experiences (i.e. organized and unorganized activities) 

undertaken throughout development and taking into account the interaction 

between expertise level and gender. 

 

Methods 

A mix method designed was used in this study. This approach comprises a 

combination of quantitative and qualitative methods in order to produce a set of 

data that has complementary strengths and nonoverlapping weaknesses 

(Creswell, 2007, 2014). The complexity within talent development research 

problems calls for answers beyond simple numbers in a quantitative sense or 

words in a qualitative sense. Thus, a mixed method approach may provide a 

deeper understanding of the athlete development phenomena by considering 

not only a quantitative set of data, but also the meaning that athletes place on 
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events, processes and structures of their pathway in sport. By given athletes 

the freedom to use their own words when explaining this process we enhance 

the possibility for understanding latent, underlying or nonobvious issues within 

athlete development, complementing and illuminating the existing data in this 

research field (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002; 

Silverman, 2000). 

 

Participants 

Coaching staff members of 18 volleyball clubs in Portugal were recruited to 

help select participants for the study. As such, the sample included 30 elite and 

30 less elite volleyball players (15 male and 15 female for each group). 

Participants were selected based on two main criteria: a) having no less than 

23 years of age (peak performance in volleyball is achieved in the mid to late 

twenties) (Balyi & Hamilton, 2004), and b) having a minimum of ten years of 

sport specific experience (i.e. Volleyball) (Ericsson et al., 1993). Additional 

criteria for elite players included playing in the premier league (Helsen, 

Starkes, & Hodges, 1998; Low, Williams, McRobert, & Ford, 2013), belonging 

to senior national team (Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003a; Hayman, Polman, 

Taylor, Hemmings, & Borkoles, 2011; Memmert et al., 2010) and being 

amongst the best volleyball players according to the respective national team 

coaches (Baker et al., 2003b; Berry et al., 2008). The less elite players were 

regularly involved in recreational volleyball and have never been part of a 

senior national team.  

All procedures followed the guidelines stated in the Declaration of 

Helsinki and were approved by the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of Sport, 

University of Porto. Players were contacted personally or by telephone and 

were provided with an overview of the study – 100% of the players contacted 

agreed to participate in the study. Prior to the beginning of the study, all 

players were given information sheets that informed them about the purpose of 

the study and signed consent forms. 
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Data Collection 

An adapted version of the retrospective interview procedure suggested by 

Côté, Ericsson and Law (2005) was specifically designed to examine the sport 

participation histories of Portuguese volleyball players. The design of the 

interview aimed to gain in-depth understanding of players’ general pattern of 

activity involvement (training patterns) during their sport development. The 

procedure included closed and open-ended questions to collect quantitative 

and qualitative data on athletes’ training patterns throughout development, 

specifically considering the early developmental sport activities (i.e., organized 

and unorganized activities). The interviews were conducted in a quiet and free 

of distraction location by the primary researcher, using a one-on-one format, 

and took approximately 2 hours to complete. All interviews were audio 

recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

 

Quantitative data 

Quantitative data were collected in a series of tables and charts designed to 

assemble the information in an easily and intuitive profile for both the primary 

researcher and the athlete. Here, training patterns were examined from a 

developmental perspective by calculating means of number and hours of 

organized (OA and unorganized (UOA) activities for each of three stages of 

development considered (8 to 12 years, 13 to 16 years, and 17 to 20 years). 

These developmental stages were firstly selected after a preliminary 

quantitative analysis of the data, in which some specific patterns differentiating 

the players’ development were highlighted. Then, the DMSP (Côté, 1999; Côté 

et al., 2003, 2007) was used as the theoretical background to define the 

players’ developmental stages. Finally, the Portuguese Volleyball Federation 

competitive system was used to validate the age values of each stage. 

Accordingly, the first stage (8-12 years), second (13-16 years) and third (17-20 

years) stage match the different stages of training of the Portuguese Volleyball 

Federation. 
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Qualitative data 

In order to facilitate players’ ability to discuss their sport development they 

were invited to use their own words to describe and explain with more detail 

their sport experiences throughout development. Main questions focused 

directly on players’ past developmental sport activities such as “Could you 

elaborate on your sport involvement during childhood and adolescence by 

discussing experiences that you feel were significant for you?”. Probing and 

follow-up questions were used to encourage athletes to expand their answers 

such as “Can you give me a specific example of how this type of activity was 

performed?”. In sum, the qualitative part of the interview allowed athletes to 

focus on their previously identified sport experiences (quantitative part) and 

provides understanding of those experiences. 

 

Data Analysis 

Statistical Analysis 

All variables examined from a developmental perspective used a 2X2X3 

(gender x level of expertise x stages) analyses of variances with repeated 

measures (ANOVA RM) across stages (8-12 years, 13-16 years, and 17-20 

years). Specifically, ANOVA RM was used to analyse training patterns (i.e. 

number of OA and UOA practised, number of hours of OA and UOA practised 

per year). Post hoc analyses were conducted using Bonferroni tests and effect 

size was determined using eta-squared values (η2). 

To assess the reliability of the information provided by players in this 

study, follow-up interviews were conducted with 25% of the sample (15 players 

– 3 elite male, 4 elite female, 4 less elite male and 4 less elite female). 

Pearson product-moment correlations were calculated between the information 

collected in time 1 and time 2 and showed high correlations that varied 

between .702 and .995. Specifically, number of OA (r=.971), hours of OA 

(r=.995), number of UOA (r=.813) and hour of UOA (r=.804) showed high level 

of consistency between the information reported in the two interviews. 
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Content Analysis 

All interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim and checked for 

accuracy by a second member of the investigation team. Content analysis was 

used to analyse the data. The procedure of content analysis followed the 

previously established guidelines (Côté, Salmela, Baria, & Russel, 1993) within 

the academic literature on athletic development. First, the interview transcripts 

were divided into meaning units (i.e. manageable pieces of text containing one 

unique point or theme) (Côté et al., 1993). Second, the units of information with 

similar meanings were grouped into more comprehensive categories (Côté et 

al., 1993; Côté & Sedgwick, 2003), which allowed organisation and 

interpretation of the unstructured data. Third, the content of these categories 

was re-examined carefully in order to search for commonalities and 

uniqueness according to the meanings by which they were categorized. Raw 

data themes were then identified and built upon into themes and categories. 

After the completion of this process, we analysed the content using deductive 

techniques (recommended by Patton, 2002). 

The trustworthiness of the data was enhanced through two main 

strategies. First, the participants were asked to review their transcripts for 

verification, which allow them the opportunity to add, delete or rework any data 

that felt did not accurately reflect their intended communications (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). All informants agree with the accuracy of their original 

communications. Second, the two members of the research team were 

involved in a collaborative approach within the interpretational analysis, with 

regularly meetings to discuss the emerging categorical organization system. 

This important process contributed to the trustworthiness of the data, ensuring 

the interpretative validity while minimizing the risk of individual research bias 

(Silverman & Marvasti, 2008). 

 

Results 

Training patterns throughout development 

Organized Activities – Descriptive statistics for number and hours of OA 

examined from a developmental perspective are presented in table 1. A 



Estudo Empírico 3 

 
 

 141 

significant effect for stage was found on players’ number of OA 

(F(2,112)=22,938, p<.001, η2=.291). Pairwise comparisons of means across 

stages (Bonferroni adjusted alpha of p<.001) revealed that athletes were 

involved in significantly more OA during stage 1 (M=3.0 OA/year, SD=1.8) and 

stage 2 (M=2.3 OA/year, SD=1.4) than in stage 3 (M=1.6 OA/year, SD=0.9). 

There were no other significant main effects for the interaction between 

expertise level and gender in this variable. Concerning the players’ number of 

hours of OA, a significant effect for stage (F(2,112)=14.903, p<.001, η2=.210) and 

interaction between expertise level and gender (F(6,112)=5,289, p<.001, 

η2=.221) was found. Pairwise comparisons of means across stages (Bonferroni 

adjusted alpha of p=.001) revealed that players have practised more hours of 

OA in stage 2 (M=1419.0 hours/year, SD=602.0) and stage 3 (M=1750.0 

hours/year, SD=897.1) than in stage 1 (M=1079.0 hours/year, SD=1113.0). 

Moreover, elite male and elite female players have practised more hours of OA 

than less elite male players (p=.011 and p=.030, respectively). 

 

 
Table 1 - Descriptive statistics for number and hours of OA and UOA examined from a developmental 
perspective 

 
Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total 
(8-20) 

Nº of OA 3.0 (1.8) 2.3 (1.4) 1.6 (0.9) 6.8 (3.1) 

Hours of 
involvement 

in OA 

1079.0 
(1113.0) 

1419.0 
(602.0) 

1750.0 
(897.1) 

4247.0 
(1975.1) 

Nº of UOA 1.6 (1.0) 1.6 (1.1) 1.3 (1.1) 4.4 (2.1) 

Hours of 
involvement 

in UOA 

1773.0 
(766.2) 

1062.0 
(588.1) 

548.0 (109.0) 
3382.0 

(1300.0) 
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Unorganized Activities – Descriptive statistics for number and hours of UOA 

examined from a developmental perspective are presented in table 1. There 

were no significant main effects for stage and interaction between expertise 

level and gender on players’ number of UOA practised. Analyses of the 

players’ number of hours of UOA revealed a significant effect for stage 

(F(2,112)=21.214, p<.001, η2=.275). Pairwise comparisons of means across 

stages (Bonferroni adjusted alpha of p=.010) revealed that players have 

practised more hours of UOA in stage 1 (M=1773.0 hours/year, SD=766.2) and 

stage 2 (M=1062.0 hours/year, SD=588.1) than in stage 3 (M=547.8 

hours/year, SD=109.0). 

 

Understanding the role of organized and unorganized activities throughout 

volleyball players’ development 

Organized Activities 

1. Early Diversified Sport Participation. Both elite (male and female) and 

less elite (male and female) volleyball players mentioned having experienced 

several organized activities during their early sport development. “Since I 

started practising sports, it was a mixture of everything (sports) but nothing too 

seriously or certain…then I definitely chose volleyball” (elite female #1). “When 

I was young, I did swimming, football and volleyball everything at the same 

time. But then, when volleyball started to be more demanding and training 

loads was higher I have to choose volleyball” (elite male #5). 

 

2. Early diversification with older peers. Only elite players (male and 

female) mentioned having participated in organized activities with older 

peers/teammates. “In all sports I have practised I always had older 

teammates…I used to be the youngest!” (elite male #9). “Sometimes was 

difficult to adapt myself to that specific sport, because they (teammates) were 

all older than me and they already know much more than what I knew” (elite 

female #13). 
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3. Volleyball participation with older teammates. Only elite players (male 

and female) mentioned have practised volleyball with older teammates. 

“Throughout my development in volleyball, I played and practised all the time 

with older teams” (elite male #10). “When I was 16 I started to play in the adult 

team. I always played with older athletes and this was very important for my 

development” (elite male #1). “I played during all my development in older 

teams…when I was 15 I was already training with the adult team and with 15 I 

did my first official competition in the adult team!” (elite female #6). “All the girls 

were older than me…they were very important to me because not only I learnt 

a lot with them, but also I learnt too quickly” (elite female #4). 

 

Unorganized activities 

1. Involvement in unorganized activities. Both elite (male and female) and 

less elite (male and female) volleyball players mentioned having participated in 

unorganized activities during their early development. “I never was a quiet 

child. I played a lot with my friends during my childhood. My parents were very 

poor and I never had the opportunity to have a PlayStation or something like 

that. I had nothing to do. So, I just played, played, and played in the 

street.”(elite male #5). “I think I started doing sports naturally. I lived in a small 

village and I could play a lot in the street with my friends and neighbours” (elite 

male #12). “I never was a quiet child. I loved play in the street! I couldn’t stay 

too much time in the computer… I needed to go outside and play, even if it 

was alone!” (less elite male #10). 

 

2. Importance of unorganized activities for expertise achievement. Only 

elite players (male and female) recognized the importance of these informal 

activities to their expertise development and achievement. “I reached expertise 

(in volleyball) because I played a lot in the street. I was not a gifted child and I 

had my own difficulties in sport. But just because I loved volleyball and 

because I played it a lot in the street, I could developed my physical, technical 

and tactical potential.” (elite male #1). “There are three major factors that help



 
 

 144 

Table 2 - Descriptive statistics for number and hours of OA and UOA examined according to interaction  

 Elite male Elite female Less elite male Less elite female 

 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total (8-
20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total (8-
20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total (8-
20) 

Stage 1 
(8-12) 

Stage 2 
(13-16) 

Stage 3 
(17-20) 

Total (8-
20) 

N
º 

o
f 
O

A
 

3.7 
(2.1) 

3.1 
(1.1) 

1.9 
(1.0) 

2.9 
(0.3) 

2.6 
(1.6) 

1.9 
(1.2) 

1.7 
(0.9) 

2.1 
(0.3) 

2.5 
(1.1) 

2.2 
(1.4) 

1.3 
(0.7) 

2.0 
(0.3) 

3.1 
(2.1) 

1.8 
(1.6) 

1.4 
(0.8) 

2.1 
(0.3) 

H
o
u
rs

 o
f 

in
v
o
lv

e
m

e
n
t 

in
 O

A
 

1060.0 
(615.0) 

1501.0 
(564.1) 

2671.0 
(1051.0) 

5231.2 
(1478.0) 

1197.3 
(1887.0) 

1721.0 
(751.4) 

2060.0 
(565.1) 

4978.0 
(2715.0) 

798.4 
(386.2) 

1155.3 
(285.0) 

1142.0 
(158.0) 

3096.0 
(457.0) 

1258.4 
(999.4) 

1298.0 
(606.0) 

1127.2 
(347.4) 

3683.2 
(1819.3) 

N
º 

o
f 

U
O

A
 

1.9 
(0.5) 

2.2 
(1.4) 

1.6 
(1.2) 

1.9 
(0.9) 

2.3 
(1.1) 

2.0 
(1.4) 

1.3 
(1.1) 

1.9 
(1.1) 

1.6 
(0.6) 

2.1 
(1.3) 

1.8 
(1.2) 

1.7 
(0.8) 

2.3 
(1.3) 

1.9 
(0.7) 

1.8 
(0.7) 

2.0 
(0.8) 

H
o
u
rs

 o
f 

in
v
o
lv

e
m

e
n
t 

in
 U

O
A

 

2522.0 
(1048.3) 

1540.0 
(901.0) 

684.0 
(380.1) 

4745.0 
(1146.3) 

1560.0 
(977.0) 

676.0 
(351.3) 

327.1 
(183.1) 

2562.0 
(1264.0) 

1361.2 
(699.4) 

1083.2 
(675.2) 

642.0 
(362.3) 

3086.0 
(2242.0) 

1648.1 
(726.1) 

947.0 
(358.4) 

539.2 
(161.2) 

3134.2 
(1352.2) 
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me to reach expertise: first, because I loved and still love volleyball; second, 

because I work really hard on it; and third, because I play a lot in the street” 

(elite male #2). 

 

3. Involvement in specific-unorganized activities. Elite players (male and 

female) particularly indicated playing a lot of “street volleyball” and they 

emphasised the specific contribution of this practice for their development. On 

the contrary, the less elite players reported playing other activities rather than 

volleyball. “Sometimes after the training session we went outside and play 

volleyball again. We didn’t even need anything. We held a thread somewhere or 

we use my grandmother’s gate as a net and play during all afternoon.”(elite 

male #4). “It is funny because the youth in my neighbourhood typically played 

football in their free-times, in the break times at the school, in the street…but 

me and my friends were never like this! We spent our free times playing 

volleyball! (elite male #8). During my childhood, when I was at home I was 

always playing volleyball…even alone!” (elite female #7). “Apart from physical 

education in kindergarten and primary school, I played a lot with my friends. I 

played football, I rode a bike, skateboarding, everything! But never volleyball!” 

(less elite female #2). 

 

4. Involvement in specific-unorganized activities with older peers. Only 

elite players (male and female) mentioned having played specific-unorganized 

activities with older peers. “I always played volleyball in the street with older 

peers. We used to play altogether and I loved playing with them” (elite male #2). 

“When I played volleyball in the street there was a mixture of younger and older 

youths. But I know that I learned a lot with the older ones” (elite male #9). “In 

that activities (street-volleyball) we played altogether, so there were younger 

and older peers. But all I wanted was to play with the older ones because they 

played better than me” (elite female #3). 
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Discussion 

In this study, we examined the developmental pathways of elite and less elite 

volleyball players by exploring the formality of their sport experiences (i.e. 

organized and unorganized activities) when considering a simultaneously 

analysis of expertise level and gender. 

The analysis of players’ training patterns revealed that volleyball players 

had an early-diversified sport involvement with a greater involvement in formal 

(OA) and informal (UOA) activities during stage 1 and 2 (sampling and 

specializing years) and an increase of hours of formal practice (OA) during 

stage 2 and 3 (specializing and investment years). These findings are 

consistent with the tenets of the DMSP (Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2003, 2007) 

and empirical studies developed in team sports (Baker et al., 2003b; Berry et 

al., 2008; Leite & Sampaio, 2012; Nuno Leite, Baker, & Sampaio, 2009), 

suggesting that sampling different sports during the early years of development 

is a good foundation for both recreational and competitive engagement. The 

early diversification pathway has been associated with several benefits, 

including a prolonged engagement in sport, more enjoyable and positive early 

sport experiences, and a healthy physical, psychological and social 

development (Baker, 2003; Baker et al., 2009; Côté et al., 2007; Côté et al., 

2012; Wiersma, 2000). An early-diversified sport involvement may also protect 

athletes against the potentially negative consequences of the early 

specialization such as physical injuries, a decrease of enjoyment in sport and 

dropout (Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2005; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 

2008b; Law et al., 2007). Beyond that, literature has also acknowledged the 

importance of engagement in unorganized activities during childhood for 

athlete’s development (Côté et al., 2007; Côté et al., 2013; Wood, 2013). These 

activities are personally directed, chosen freely and controlled by children, 

providing them the opportunity to decide and to invent what to do and how to do 

it. This leads to a complete, active and intense involvement in the activity 

providing therefore conducive conditions for the occurrence of implicit learning 

(Côté et al., 2013). Furthermore, the flexibility in their structure and form as well 

as their high degree of novelty and unpredictability expose children to new 
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physical, social and emotional situations, which concur to the development of 

metacognitive capabilities and consequently for their learning and overall 

development in sport (Côté et al., 2013; Wood, 2013). 

 While elite and less elite volleyball players reported participating in 

essentially the same type of formal (OA) and informal (UOA) activities, in-depth 

analysis of how these activities were specifically performed throughout 

development revealed key important differentiate factors between the groups. 

Elite players reported spending more time in formal practice (OA) throughout 

development, which is consistent with previous literature suggesting a 

relationship between the investment in hours of practice and expertise 

achievement (Baker et al., 2003b; Baker et al., 2005b; Berry et al., 2008; Ward 

et al., 2007). However, the current study extends these findings by 

demonstrating that not only do elite players spend more time in formal practice 

but they also were involved in these activities (in which the primary sport, 

volleyball, is included) with older peers or teammates. Literature have been 

highlighted the benefits of playing and practising with older peers for athlete and 

expertise development (Côté, MacDonald, Baker, & Abernethy, 2006; 

MacDonald, Cheung, Côté, & Abernethy, 2009a; MacDonald, King, Côté, & 

Abernethy, 2009b). It could be argued that the training environment and 

psychosocial climate induced by older peers improve players’ motivation to 

practice, promoting a deeper immersion in that sport activity and consequently 

leading players to an active role in learning (Wood, 2013). Furthermore, older 

peers and teammates can act as important role models affording players the 

opportunity to internalize their attitudes and behaviours through the process of 

observational learning (Bandura, 1977). 

Beyond that, elite players also acknowledged the importance of 

engaging in unorganized activities for their expertise development and 

achievement. From a skill development perspective, the involvement in this type 

of child-led activities allow children to experience sports in various contexts with 

freedom to invent, adapt, create and negotiate activities and rules to suit to their 

own wants and needs (Côté et al., 2007; Côté et al., 2013). These factors 

promote a stimulating environment in which athletes developed their physical, 
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technical and tactical attributes, but also learn the “smartness” or “trickery” of 

the game that can hardly be learned within an organized formal sport 

environment. Indeed, the development of adaptability and creativity promoted 

by the involvement in unorganized activities has been posited as the 

mechanism accounting for the empirically highlighted benefits of these informal 

activities on skill acquisition and sport expertise (Berry et al., 2008; Côté et al., 

2007; Côté et al., 2013; Ford et al., 2009; Memmert et al., 2010). Interestingly, 

elite players not only reported the involvement in informal activities, but also the 

engagement in specific unorganized activities (i.e. volleyball play activities). It 

has been suggested that these types of informal experiences in the primary 

sport foster the development of decision-making (Roca, Williams, & Ford, 

2012), attainment (Ford et al., 2009) and creativity (Memmert et al., 2010). In 

addition, the involvement in specific unorganized activities with older peers may 

have enhanced all these benefits during the development of elite volleyball 

players. The flexibility and negotiability in structure and form of unorganized 

activities enable children of different abilities and ages to play in the same field 

without losing a certain level of fun and competition, promoting therefore a 

conducive learning environment (Côté et al., 2003). 

The use of retrospective methods is a potential limitation of this study 

because the accuracy with which individuals can recall past sport experiences 

(Côté et al., 2005; Sosniak, 2006). Nevertheless, our study afforded important 

insights into this research field attesting the usefulness of mixed methodologies 

and qualitative methodologies as a valuable condition to analyse and explain 

the athlete development in a deeper and contextualized way. Furthermore, the 

findings of this study provide important directions for future research. Examining 

the developmental experiences of volleyball players taking into account the 

formality of sport activities clearly highlight the need of further research examine 

in greater detail the microstructure of formal and informal learning activities in 

order to better understand how athlete develop in sport. The use of longitudinal 

and systematic observation of the athletes’ sport participation could be a sound 

procedure to gather a detailed characterization of the microstructure of learning 

activities offering therefore a more complete and detailed view of the athletes’ 
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sport involvement. Finally, further research should considered a more 

multidisciplinary and integrative focus in the study of athlete development in 

order to better understand the multiple interacting constraints that shape the 

development of expert performers. 
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Abstract 

The purpose of this study was to gain understanding of the psychosocial 

influences (i.e. parents, coaches and peers) throughout volleyball players’ 

development while considering their expertise level and gender. Thirty elite and 

thirty less elite volleyball players (15 male and 15 female for each group) 

participated in a retrospective interview. Results indicated that elite players 

perceived not much parental involvement and an autonomy-supportive 

parenting style. In addition, their development is characterized by a demanding 

training environment provided by coaches and peers, which is characterized by 

coaches’ individualized instruction and goal setting as well as peers’ positive 

push. Finally, friends were also a positive influence throughout elite players’ 

development, particularly in the later years of their career by acting as an 

escape from all the pressure emerged from volleyball. These findings highlight 

the importance of psychosocial influences throughout athlete development, 

providing valuable insight into the development of volleyball players. 

 

Key words: Parents, Coach, Peers; Athlete development; Expertise 

 

Introduction 

Sport is a privileged social context that provides rich opportunities for 

interpersonal interaction. The social network established throughout child’s 

sport participation, in combination with the fairly intensive nature of this 

involvement, plays an important role in how youth experience sport. Particularly, 

the social agents that directly acts in those experiences such as parents, peers 

and coaches, may have significant implications in their sport participation, 

personal development and performance (Brustad & Babkes, 2004; Côté, 

Murphy-Mills, & Abernethy, 2012). 

The Developmental Model of Sport Participation developed by Côté and 

colleagues (DMSP, Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2003, 2007) provides a useful 

framework to assess some of the physical and psychosocial factors that can 

influence athletes’ sport participation. The DMSP proposes three possible sport 

participation trajectories: (1) recreational participation through sampling, (2) elite 
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performance through sampling, and (3) elite performance through early 

specialization. These trajectories are based on changes in the amount of 

involvement in different sports (specialization vs. sampling) and the type of 

activity that dominates a specific sport (deliberate play vs. deliberate practice). 

Within trajectory (2), the authors claimed that elite performance is achieved 

through three different developmental stages: the sampling (ages 6-12), the 

specializing (ages 13-15) and the investment (age 16+) years. Beyond that, the 

DMSP also highlights the influence of significant others (i.e. parents, coach, 

peer) in facilitating the athlete’s healthy development through sport. Particularly, 

the model outlines how the role of parents, coach and peer changes from 

sampling to investment years. 

Research attempt to understand the processes within athlete 

development has mainly focused on training variables (i.e. quantity and type of 

practice) in order to understand what differentiate the pathways of athletes from 

different competitive levels (e.g. Baker, Côté, & Deakin, 2005b; Berry, 

Abernethy, & Côté, 2008; Ford, Ward, Hodges, & Williams, 2009; Leite & 

Sampaio, 2012). Despite their relevant contributions, there are other important 

factors highly contributing for an appropriated athlete’s development through 

sport. For instance, parents, coaches and peers play an essential role in 

fostering positive experiences in sport, however lesser attention has been given 

to the influence of these social agents throughout athlete development. 

Parents play a particularly important role during the early years of athlete 

development (sampling years) by giving the opportunity for their child to 

experience several sports and providing the resources needed to nurture their 

sport development (Barreiros, Côté, & Fonseca, 2013; Côté et al., 2003; Fraser-

Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2008b; Fraser-Thomas, Strachan, & Jeffery-Tosoni, 

2013; Fredricks & Eccles, 2004). As the athlete progresses in sport, the parents’ 

role changes from a leadership role during the sampling years to a follower and 

supporter role during the specializing and investment years, where the 

facilitation of an optimal environment for athletes’ development is the major 

concern (Côté et al., 2003). Here, autonomy-supportive parents (i.e. parents 

who support their child’s sport involvement and allow them to have an active 
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role on their decisions) have been associated as a positive influence on 

children’s sport development (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2013; Holt, Tamminen, 

Black, Mandigo, & Fox, 2009; Keegan, Spray, Harwood, & Lavallee, 2010). On 

the contrary, parents’ over involvement in children’s sport participation as well 

as the supply of an excessive sport-related feedback can act as sources of 

pressure, which may consequently decrease motivation and enjoyment in sport 

(Gould, Lauer, Rolo, Jannes, & Pennisi, 2008; Holt, Tamminen, Black, Sehn, & 

Wall, 2008; Knight, Boden, & Holt, 2010; Lauer, Gould, Roman, & Pierce, 

2010a, 2010b). 

Besides parental influences, coach has a critical role in optimizing 

athletes’ development through sport (Côté, 2002; Côté, Bruner, Erickson, 

Strachan, & Fraser-Thomas, 2010; Cushion, Ford, & Williams, 2012). Literature 

has suggested that during the sampling years the role of the coach is 

supportive, caring and encouraging (coach as a sport-helper and child-centred), 

while in the specializing and investment years they are described as more 

qualified, knowledgeable (sport specialist) and performance oriented (Côté et 

al., 2003; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 2008a; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008b; 

Potrac, Jones, & Armour, 2002). Furthermore, empirical studies devoted to 

understand the relationship between coach behaviours and athletes’ affective 

responses have found that coach reinforcement, encouragement, individualized 

instruction, guided goal setting and a belief in athletes’ capabilities are 

associated with athletes’ positive experiences in sport such as increased 

motivation and enjoyment in sport that foster their development in sport (Baker, 

Yardley, & Côté, 2003; Erickson & Gilbert, 2013; Fraser-Thomas & Côté, 2009; 

Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b). 

Finally, peers can also play an important role throughout athlete 

development. During the sampling years, they are one of the main reasons why 

children participate in organized and unorganized sports, as well as remain 

involved and motivated to practice sports later in their development (Barreiros et 

al., 2013; Chan, Lonsdale, & Fung, 2012; Côté et al., 2003; Fraser-Thomas et 

al., 2008a). As the athlete progresses in sport (up to the investment years), 

friends outside of sport are considered an important source of support since 
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they tend to fulfil athletes’ motivational and emotional needs (Barreiros et al., 

2013; Bruner, Eys, & Turnnidge, 2013; Côté et al., 2003; Fraser-Thomas et al., 

2008a, 2008b). Research attempted to analyse the association between peer 

relationships and athletes’ affective outcomes have suggested that positive 

reinforcement and the motivational atmosphere provided by peers during 

practice are positively linked to athletes’ motivation toward sport (e.g. Keegan et 

al., 2010; Ntoumanis, Taylor, & Thogersen-Ntoumani, 2012; Smith, Gustafsson, 

& Hassmén, 2010; Vazou, Ntoumanis, & Duda, 2005). Despite the importance 

of these social agents in athlete’s sport participation, comparatively little 

attention has been given to the specific role of peers through athlete 

development. 

While past research has contributed to our understanding of 

psychosocial influences in athlete development, researchers have highlighted 

the need of sport-specific studies to better understand the idiosyncratic 

behaviours of parents, coaches and peers based on the sport itself (Lauer et 

al., 2010b). For instance, the unequal developmental pathways taken by 

athletes from sports where peak of performance occurs before or after athlete 

has full matured may imply different patterns of psychosocial support 

throughout athlete development. Particularly in volleyball (where the peak of 

performance is achieve during adulthood) (Balyi & Hamilton, 2004), no studies 

have attempted to specifically understand the psychosocial influences that 

characterized the players’ developmental pathways. Here, Barreiros and 

colleagues (2013) explored the early development of expert athletes from six 

sports (team and individual sports) in which volleyball is included. However, this 

miscellany limits our understanding about the specific psychosocial influences 

in the development of an athlete from a particular sport, in this case volleyball.  

Although the use of multiple methods (mixed methods design) has been 

recently emphasized in sport psychology research (e.g. Giacobbi, 

Poczwardowski, & Hager, 2005; Poczwardowski, Diehl, O'Neil, Cote, & Haberl, 

2014), no studies have used this methodology to explore the pathways to 

expertise in sport. Such an approach comprises a combination of quantitative 

set of data and the meaning that athletes place on events, processes and 
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structures of their pathway in sport (by qualitative data) providing a deeper and 

complementary understanding about strengths and nonoverlapping 

weaknesses (Creswell, 2007, 2014). 

Therefore, the purpose of the current study was to gain understanding of 

the psychosocial influences (i.e. parents, coaches and peers) throughout 

volleyball players’ development while considering their expertise level and 

gender. 

 

Methods 

A mix methods design was used to explore the psychosocial influences (i.e. 

parent, coach and peer influences) throughout athlete development. Such an 

approach has generally been defined as the combining of quantitative and 

qualitative data to better understand a research problem (Creswell, 2007, 

2014). The complexity within talent development research problems calls for 

answers beyond simple numbers in a quantitative sense or words in a 

qualitative sense. Thus, a combination of both forms of data in this study can 

provide a more complete and holistic analysis of how athletes develop in sport. 

 

Participants 

Participants were 30 elite and 30 less elite volleyball players (15 male and 15 

female for each group). The 60 participants were recruited through head 

coaches and administrators of 18 volleyball clubs in Portugal. Participants were 

screened based on two main criteria: a) having no less than 23 years of age 

(peak performance in volleyball is achieved in the mid to late twenties) (Balyi & 

Hamilton, 2004), and b) having a minimum of ten years of sport specific 

experience (i.e. Volleyball) (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romër, 1993). 

Additional criteria for elite players included playing in the premier league 

(Helsen, Starkes, & Hodges, 1998; Low, Williams, McRobert, & Ford, 2013), 

belonging to senior national team (Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003a; Hayman, 

Polman, Taylor, Hemmings, & Borkoles, 2011; Memmert, Baker, & Bertsch, 

2010) and being amongst the best volleyball players according to the respective 

national team coaches (Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003b; Berry et al., 2008). 
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The less elite players were regularly involved in recreational volleyball and have 

never been part of a senior national team.  

 

Data Collection 

Ethical approval for the research project was granted by the affiliated university. 

Prior to commencing the interviews, all players were provided with an overview 

of the study and completed consent forms. Interviews were conducted in a quiet 

and free of distraction location by the primary researcher. In order to trace the 

development of volleyball players, an adapted version of the retrospective 

interview procedure suggested by Côté, Ericsson and Law (2005) was used. 

The design of the interview aimed to gain in-depth understanding of players’ 

sport involvement so as to gather a comprehensible view of their development. 

The procedure included closed-ended and open-ended questions to collect 

quantitative and qualitative data on athletes’ psychosocial influences throughout 

development. Questions were focused in four main areas: (1) demographic 

information, (2) parental support, (3) coach support, and (4) peer support. To 

examine these variables from a developmental perspective, data were collected 

from age 8 to current age of the players (up to a maximum of age 20) and three 

developmental stages were considered: 8 to 12 years, 13 to 16 years and 17 to 

20 years (based on DMSP, Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2003, 2007). The closed-

ended questions (quantitative data) included yes/no questions about: parents’ 

tangible support, parents’ volleyball past experience, parents’ involvement in 

child’s sport participation and parents’ sport-related feedback; peers as a 

reason to play volleyball, friends support to play volleyball, teammates’ 

influence on positive affective outcomes; coach caring, coach demand, coach 

recognition of players’ value and coach quality. Additionally, in order to examine 

parental, coach and peer support from a developmental perspective, 

participants were asked to think of 0% as an absence of support and 100% as 

the maximum support possible and then rate perceived support for each stage 

of development. With regards to open-ended questions (qualitative data), 

athletes were invited to use their own words to describe the role of significant 

others (i.e. parents, coaches and peers) throughout their development. Probing 
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and follow-up questions were used to encourage athletes to expand their 

answers such as “Can you give me a specific example of your parents 

behaviours during that time?”. The interview was conducted in a one-on-one 

format and took approximately 1-2 hours to complete. All interviews were audio 

recorded and transcribed verbatim. 

 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative exploration 

Chi-square test with analysis of the adjusted residual was used to compare 

groups on eleven psychosocial variables (parents’ tangible support, parents’ 

volleyball past experience, parents’ involvement in child’s sport participation and 

parents’ sport-related feedback; peers as a reason to play volleyball, friends 

support to play volleyball, teammates’ influence on positive affective outcomes; 

coach caring, coach demand, coach recognition of players’ value and coach 

quality). Additionally, we conducted a 4 x 3 (group x stage) analysis of variance 

(ANOVA’s) with repeated measures across stages so as to examine differences 

in parent, coach and peer support throughout the different stages of 

development of each group. Post hoc analyses were conducted using 

Bonferroni tests and Eta-squared values (η2) were calculated to determine 

effect sizes. For all analyses the alpha required for significance was set at 

p≤.05. 

 

Qualitative exploration 

The procedure of content analysis followed the previously established 

guidelines within the academic literature on athletic development (Côté, 

Salmela, Baria, & Russel, 1993). First, the interview transcripts were divided 

into meaning units. Second, the units of information with similar meanings were 

grouped into more comprehensive categories, which allowed organisation and 

interpretation of the unstructured data. Third, the content of these categories 

was re-examined carefully in order to search for commonalities and uniqueness 

according to the meanings by which they were categorized. Raw data themes 

were then identified and built upon into themes and categories. After the 
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completion of this process, the authors analysed the content using deductive 

techniques (Patton, 2002). The trustworthiness of the data was enhanced 

through two main strategies. First, the participants were asked to review their 

transcripts for verification, which allow them the opportunity to add, delete or 

rework any data that felt did not accurately reflect their intended 

communications. All informants agree with the accuracy of their original 

communications. Second, the two members of the research team were involved 

in a collaborative approach within the interpretational analysis, with regularly 

meetings to discuss the emerging categorical organization system. 

 

Results 

Milestones 

Descriptive statistics for psychosocial factors are presented in table 1. 

Significantly more elite male players reported a lesser parental involvement in 

their sport participation (χ2(3, N=60)=10.438, p<.05). Furthermore, elite female 

players had a greater number of demanding coaches (χ2(3, N=60)=11.947, 

p<.05), and elite male and female players had a greater number of coaches 

with high quality (χ2(3, N=60)=19.596, p<.05). Finally, significantly more less 

elite female players revealed a greater support of their friends for play volleyball 

(χ2(3, N=60)=7.886, p<.05). 

 

Variables analysed from a developmental perspective 

Descriptive statistics for psychosocial factors examined from a developmental 

perspective are presented in table 2. Analysis of players’ rating of peer support 

revealed a significant main effect for stage (F(2, 112)=11.803, p<.001, η2=.174). 

Pair-wise comparisons of means across stages (Bonferroni adjusted alpha of 

p<.005) revealed that players rated peer support significantly higher in stage 2 

and 3 (M=88.67, SD=2.15 and M=92.17, SD=1.46, respectively) than in stage 1 

(M=80.33, SD=2.94). No significant effects were found on the remaining 

psychosocial variables (i.e. parent and coach support). 
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Table 1 – Psychosocial milestones of elite (male and female) and less elite (male and female) players 

 Elite male 
Elite 

female 
Less elite 

male 
Less elite 

female 

P
a

re
n

ts
 

Tangible support (yes/no) 15/0 15/0 15/0 15/0 

Volleyball past experience 
(yes/no) 

3/12 3/12 2/13 2/13 

Involvement in player’s sport 
participation (yes/no)* 

5/10 9/6 6/9 13/2 

Sport-related feedback 
(yes/no) 

6/9 6/9 4/11 3/12 

P
e

e
r 

Friends as a reason to play 
volleyball (yes/no) 

11/4 6/9 10/5 4/11 

Friends support for play 
volleyball (yes/no)* 

6/9 7/8 9/6 13/2 

Teammates’ influence on 
positive affective responses 
(yes/no) 

10/5 7/8 14/1 10/5 

C
o
a

c
h
 

Coach caring (yes/no) 14/1 12/3 13/2 15/0 

Coach demand (yes/no)* 10/5 12/3 4/11 10/5 

Coach recognition of player’s 
value (yes/no) 

13/2 13/2 7/8 8/7 

Coach quality (yes/no)* 13/2 12/3 4/11 4/11 

Notes: * Significant differences (p<.05) 

 

Understanding parent, coach and peer support throughout development 

 

Parental Support 

Elite and Less Elite Players: parents as providers of sport experience. Both 

groups described how their parents provide a variety of opportunities to practice 

sports as well as resources, equipment and all the financial and logistic support 

necessary for their sport participation. “My parents were tireless during my sport 

involvement. They provide me the opportunity to try different sports and gave 

me all the sport equipment I needed. They were always worried about my 

alimentation and my rest… Now I recognise they provided me the best 

conditions possible so I was calm and tranquil to practice and compete” (elite 

male 13). 



 

 166 

 

Table 2 - Descriptive statistics for psychosocial influences examined from a developmental perspective 

 Elite male Elite female Less elite male Less elite female 

 
Stage 1 

(8-12) 

Stage 2 

(13-16) 

Stage 3 

(17-20) 

Total 

(8-20) 

Stage 1 

(8-12) 

Stage 2 

(13-16) 

Stage 3 

(17-20) 

Total 

(8-20) 

Stage 1 

(8-12) 

Stage 2 

(13-16) 

Stage 3 

(17-20) 

Total 

(8-20) 

Stage 1 

(8-12) 

Stage 2 

(13-16) 

Stage 3 

(17-20) 

Total 

(8-20) 

Parent 

Support 

84.3 

(29.8) 

82.0 

(29.3) 

89.0 

(22.5) 

85.11 

(26.1) 

91.3 

(14.6) 

98.3 

(5.2) 

98.3 

(5.2) 

96.0 

(7.4) 

87.0 

(25.8) 

86.3 

(24.0) 

80.7 

(26.2) 

84.7 

(24.3) 

96.00 

(7.4) 

89.3 

(17.1) 

81.0 

(30.9) 

88.8 

(15.9) 

Peer 

Support 

82.7 

(20.5) 

94.3 

(9.0) 

91.3 

(11.4) 

89.4 

(10.4) 

85.7 

(13.5) 

88.7 

(13.6) 

97.3 

(5.9) 

90.6 

(8.2) 

68.3 

(33.0) 

83.7 

(22.9) 

88.0 

(16.6) 

80.0 

(20.9) 

84.7 

(19.6) 

88.0 

(17.9) 

92.0 

(8.6) 

88.2 

(10.9) 

Coach 

Support 

79.7 

(26.2) 

83.0 

(27.2) 

89.3 

(13.9) 

84.0 

(17.7) 

83.3 

(13.9) 

90.0 

(9.3) 

92.0 

(13.6) 

88.4 

(7.7) 

75.0 

(21.6) 

85.0 

(17.4) 

80.7 

(21.5) 

80.2 

(14.6) 

86.7 

(17.2) 

87.3 

(12.7) 

76.7 

(19.1) 

83.6 

(9.9) 
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Less Elite Players: parents’ excessive involvement in volleyball. Only less elite 

players spoke of how their parents were overly involved in their sport 

participation and how sometimes this became a way of pressure. “My mom 

were always there… not only in my official games, but also in the majority of my 

training sessions. Sometimes was tough to see her always there because it 

seemed like she was judging me…” (less elite female 3). 

 

Elite Players: parents with a low level of involvement in volleyball. Only elite 

players outlined how their parents had a little or even absent involvement in 

volleyball and how this was beneficial for their sport development. “My parents 

have never been too much involved… they only came to watch my official 

games when I asked them for. However, they were always very careful and 

sought to know how I was doing… It seems like they were not physically there, 

but they were always in the rear guard…” (elite male 6). 

 

Elite Players: parents demonstrate autonomy-supportive parenting styles. Only 

elite players mentioned how their parents provide supportive feedback and 

were always pleased for their children. They also described how their parents 

gave them a lot of autonomy to decide which is the best path in their sport 

participation. “My parents have never opposed to anything about volleyball. All 

they want is to see me happy playing volleyball. They always encouraged me to 

do my best and always supported me in good and bad days. When I have to 

decide something about my career, they never intruded and always put the 

decision in my hand” (elite female 14). 

 

Coach Support 

Elite and Less Elite Players: coach as caring in the early years. Both elite and 

less elite players explained how their coaches in the early years of development 

were friendly and affectionate. They highlighted the importance of these 

coaches in get them involved in volleyball and committed to practice. “I liked my 

first volleyball coach so much! She was so sweet and managed to motivate me 

a lot in that time. She loved volleyball and I think that’s why I started to love 
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volleyball too. She was always worried about us, about our school… she was 

like a second mother for me…” (elite female 5). 

 

Elite and Less Elite Players: coach recognition of player’s value. Both elite and 

less elite players described the importance of having their value acknowledged 

by coach throughout their development. They also stated that it is essential 

coach give them the opportunity to exhibit their skills and believe in their 

potential to succeed. “It was important for me to feel that they (coaches) were 

interested in me and I was not only one more player…they believe in me and in 

my development…they never ignore me and always believe that I would 

achieve some degree of success” (less elite male 10). 

 

Elite Players: demanding coach. Only elite players spoke of how their coaches 

were tough, rigorous and demanding during adolescence and how this was 

important for their expertise achievement. “The majority of my coaches always 

gave me a lot of attention and push me to the limit during adolescence …they 

were very tough with me but I knew that’s just because they wanted me to do 

my best” (elite female 15). 

 

Elite Players: individualized coaching and goal setting. Only elite players 

referred coaches that provide one-on-one instruction and establish specific 

targets particularly in later staged of development. “They knew very well what 

they were doing. The target of the team was well established and common to 

everyone, but they also set very specific goals for each player… This was 

important because we knew what we had to do and what we needed to 

improve. Because of this, they spent a lot of hours with me after the training 

session, working on my difficulties… their feedback used to be highly specific 

and I improved my performance because of that” (elite male 5) 

 

Peer Support 

Elite and Less Elite Players: friends as a reason to play volleyball. Both elite 

and less elite players explained that friends were the reason to start playing and 
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remain involved in volleyball. “I start playing volleyball because all my friends 

played at that time… Then it was easy to start enjoying that sport…” (less elite 

male 3). 

 

Elite and Less Elite Players: friends as a positive influence. Both elite and less 

elite players described friends as an important source of support and 

encouragement to play volleyball. “It was very important to have their friendship. 

Although I was very busy with volleyball, they still invited me to parties and 

social programs and never forgot me! This was very important for me and all 

this was then reflected in training and competition, because I was feeling good 

with myself and feeling that everyone supported me…” (elite male 13). 

 

Elite Players: teammates positive push. Only elite players explain how 

teammates’ charge and critics during practice were important for their 

development and achievement of high levels of performance. This promotes a 

motivational climate that enhances team cohesion, friendship and players’ 

motivation. “The competitiveness between us was an important ingredient for 

our success…this was an important factor to enhance our motivation and to 

make us work more and more... At the end of the training, we were all friends 

again, but in the field we were like warriors” (elite female 4). 

 

Elite Players: friends as an escape in the later years. Only elite players 

described how their friends acted as an escape from all the pressure and stress 

of volleyball. “I really try to have other things besides volleyball… There is a lot 

of pressure to win so my friends are very important because when I go out with 

them I know that I will talk and think about other things rather than in volleyball” 

(elite male 7). 

 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to gain understanding of the psychosocial 

influences throughout volleyball players’ sport participation. Specifically, we 
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sought to examine the role of significant others (i.e. parent, coaches and peers) 

in volleyball players’ development and expertise achievement. 

Consistent with the DMSP (Côté, 1999; Côté et al., 2003, 2007) and 

previous empirical research (Barreiros et al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas & Côté, 

2009; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b), this study suggests that parents, 

coaches and peers played an important role throughout athlete development 

and affected athletes’ experiences in sport as well as their expertise 

achievement.  

The tangible support provided by parents of both elite and less elite 

players during the early years of development was perceived to facilitate their 

overall development. Here, parents provided the best conditions possible for 

their children’s sport involvement, particularly the opportunity to engage in sport 

and all resources required for practice (i.e. financial support, equipment, 

transportation to and from training sessions and competitions, flexibility in 

rearranging family schedules). This type of support is considered a precondition 

for a sustainable and committed early sport involvement, building therefore a 

solid foundation for a prolonged engagement in sport and talent development 

(Côté et al., 2003; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2013; Lauer et al., 2010b; Wolfenden 

& Holt, 2005). While tangible support was to be expected for all players, 

parents’ level of involvement and parenting styles revealed interesting 

differences between elite and less elite players. Elite players emphasized the 

importance of parents’ low level of involvement as well as the autonomy 

provided by them throughout development. Research examining parents’ level 

of involvement in sport have shown that when parents adopt a moderate level 

of involvement in sport combined with autonomy-supportive behaviours 

(continuing attempts to encourage and allow their children to take responsibility 

for their own achievement performance and behaviour), athletes tend to have 

positive experiences in sport such as higher levels of intrinsic motivation 

(Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2013; Lauer et al., 

2010a, 2010b). On the other hand, an excessive parental involvement is linked 

to athletes’ negative sport experiences such as pressure, stress, negative 

emotional outcomes and burnout (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b; 
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Harwood & Knight, 2009a, 2009b; Stranchan, Côté, & Deakin, 2009). While this 

findings provide important insights into the positive and negative parental 

behaviours that influence volleyball players talent development, more research 

is need to examine the specific behaviours that facilitate healthy sport 

experiences in elite and less elite players.  

 Coach behaviours had also a significant impact throughout players’ 

development. Both elite and less elite players identified caring as an important 

characteristic of their coaches in the early years of development. This finding is 

consistent with past research describing coaches’ role in the early years as 

being kind, cheerful and caring, providing a playful introduction to sport (Côté, 

2002; Côté et al., 2003; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a; Jones, 2009). The entry 

in organized sport is a stressful moment for a child, so this motivational and 

cheerful environment offered by coach may provide positive initial experiences 

captivating therefore children for a prolonged engagement in sport. Coach 

recognition of player’s value was also a positive influence perceived by all 

players. This recognition was demonstrated in coach’s belief of players’ 

potential to play volleyball, combined with the opportunities provided for players 

to exhibit and develop their skills. This finding corroborates the results found by 

Fraser-Thomas and colleagues (2009) showing that coach’ belief positively 

influenced adolescent swimmers’ experiences in sport. Despite the importance 

of such findings, this theme has been largely overlook in sport sciences so 

additional research would be beneficial to understand the relationship between 

coach’s recognition of player’s value (or coach’s belief) and athletes outcomes 

in sport. Of particular interest is the differences found between elite and less 

elite players concerning specific coach behaviours. Elite players recognized that 

a rigorous and demanding training environment in combination with a very 

structured training plan and one-on-one instruction during adolescence were 

detrimental for their expertise development. These particular findings are 

consistent with past studies showing that demanding coaching, individualized 

instruction and goal setting are important requisites to enhance athlete 

development and expertise achievement (e.g. Barreiros et al., 2013; Côté et al., 

2003; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b; Wall & Côté, 2007). 
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Finally, the findings of this study also highlight the important role of peers 

(within and outside sport) throughout athlete development (Barreiros et al., 

2013; Côté, 2002; Côté et al., 2003; Fitzgerald, Fitzgerald, & Aherne, 2012; 

Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a; Keegan, Harwood, Spray, & Lavallee, 2009). 

Specifically, both elite and less elite players recognized that friends were not 

only one of the main reasons to start playing volleyball, but also an important 

source of support to still engaged and motivated in sport. These findings are 

consistent with previous literature clearly indicating affiliation with others and the 

development of positive social relations as major motives underlying children’s 

interest in sport involvement (Brustad & Patridge, 2002; Côté et al., 2003; 

Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b; Weiss & Stuntz, 2004). Nevertheless, 

clear differences relating to specific peers or teammates behaviours were found 

between elite and less elite players. Only elite players discussed the importance 

of teammates’ charge and critics (during practice) for enhancing their 

motivation, team cohesion and friendship. Within the study of peer interactions 

in sport (Keegan et al., 2009; Keegan et al., 2010), researchers have been 

suggested that a wide range of behaviours such as competitive behaviours, 

evaluative communication and social relationships may create an appropriate 

motivational atmosphere that highly contributes to consolidate and 

strengthened friendship and team cohesion, enhancing athletes’ motivation and 

facilitating therefore the athletes’ healthy development in sport. Furthermore, 

elite players also described the importance of having friends outside of sport 

because they acted like an escape from all the pressure of volleyball during the 

later stages of their development. Consistent with literature (Côté et al., 2003; 

Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b; Gould, Dieffenbach, & Moffett, 2002), 

friends may be an appropriate source of support during these the later stages of 

development by fulfilling athletes’ motivational and emotional needs. 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study highlight the critical role that parents, coaches 

and peers play throughout athlete’s development. From a talent development 

perspective, parents of elite players provided better preconditions for healthy 
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sport participation, demonstrating some distance in their involvement but a 

controlled monitoring. Of particular importance is the training environment 

provided by coaches and teammates of elite players, characterized as 

supportive but at the same time disciplined, rigorous and challenging, which 

encouraged players to work outside their comfort zone. Friends were also 

perceived as a positive influence throughout elite players’ development, 

particularly in the later years of their career acting as an escape from all the 

pressure and stress of competitive demands. Although the current findings 

provide important insights into the psychosocial influences (i.e. parents, 

coaches and peers) throughout athlete development, there is a need to deeply 

examine what specific behaviours of these agents could facilitate the 

development of athletes. Furthermore, more sport-specific studies are 

necessary to understand if the behavioural patterns of parents, coaches and 

peers change according to the idiosyncrasies of each sport. 
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A redação da presente dissertação decorreu do interesse e fascínio pelo 

desenvolvimento da excelência no desporto. A curiosidade em aceder à 

compreensão dos constructos que mapeiam o desenvolvimento do atleta e o 

alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento no desporto firmou o ponto de 

partida para o nosso estudo, que tem como propósito geral a compreensão do 

processo de desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo dos jogadores de 

Voleibol no contexto português. Em específico, intentamos a caracterização 

dos fatores de treino e psicossociais que determinam o percurso desportivo de 

voleibolistas portugueses, tendo em consideração a interação do nível de 

rendimento e o sexo dos respetivos.  

A principal fundamentação deste propósito situa-se na inexistência de 

um conhecimento científico atual esclarecedor sobre o processo de 

desenvolvimento do atleta, onde, de facto, é possível encontrar alguns hiatos 

que urgem preencher no sentido de aceder a um corpo de conhecimento mais 

alargado e sustentado sobre a rota da excelência desportiva. A este respeito, 

observa-se a ausência de investigação com óticas de análise diferenciadas que 

permitam, por exemplo, aceder à natureza das modalidades desportivas 

praticadas ou à formalidade da prática concretizada e compreender o seu 

contributo para o desenvolvimento do atleta e para o alcance de patamares 

elevados de rendimento. Mais se acrescenta, que a sobrevalorização da 

análise da quantidade de prática desportiva pela agenda da investigação 

permite o estabelecimento de meros padrões de prática, falhando, assim, na 

compreensão da sua qualidade e do contexto onde as respetivas práticas se 

desenvolvem. No que se refere a este último, a análise das características dos 

participantes nas mais diversas formas de prática poderá contribuir para um 

entendimento mais alargado e sustentado sobre os fatores que determinam a 

sua qualidade. 

 Por seu turno, a maioria da investigação existente considera apenas o 

nível de rendimento dos atletas enquanto fator diferenciador dos seus 

percursos, descartando por completo a potencialidade da análise da influência 

do sexo dos atletas ou da interação destas duas variáveis no estabelecimento 
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de entendimentos mais pormenorizados sobre o desenvolvimento do atleta. A 

fundamentação deste estudo acresce, ainda, pela escassez de investigação 

dedicada à compreensão específica dos processos inerentes ao 

desenvolvimento do atleta, atendendo à natureza da prática efetuada, a qual 

interfere, obviamente, nas necessidades, características e processos de 

desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo. Particularmente, a inexistência de 

programas deste cariz devidamente estruturados e cientificamente 

fundamentados no Voleibol português conduz-nos para a necessidade de 

compreender o desenvolvimento dos jogadores neste contexto específico. 

Em conformidade, as considerações finais aqui plasmadas resultam da 

análise conjugada e integrada dos contributos parcelares provenientes de cada 

um dos quatro estudos empíricos realizados. A incorporação global dos 

resultados permite-nos, assim, obter uma visão holística e integradora do 

desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo dos jogadores de voleibol 

portugueses, elucidando, simultaneamente, sobre os pontos de convergência e 

divergência existentes nos percursos de jogadores de sexo e nível de 

rendimento diferenciado, particularmente no que concerne aos fatores de treino 

e psicossociais. Deste modo, ao identificarmos e percebermos as razões de 

possíveis discrepâncias existentes, estamos, então, aptos a compreender os 

fatores que potenciam ou condicionam o acesso a elevados níveis de 

rendimento no voleibol, fornecendo, assim, informação pertinente para a 

elaboração de programas de desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo no 

contexto português. 

 

Acerca da influência dos fatores de treino no desenvolvimento dos jogadores 

de voleibol 

O presente estudo evidenciou que, apesar dos jogadores de voleibol de 

nível de rendimento diferenciado possuírem um percurso desportivo algo 

distinto, apresentam algumas convergências ao nível dos fatores de treino que 

reclamam uma atenção mais pormenorizada. Através da análise retrospetiva 

das experiências desportivas concretizadas (estudo empírico 1, 2 e 3) foi 
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possível constatar que todos os jogadores (elite e não elite) usufruíram de uma 

prática desportiva inicial diversificada, sendo esta caraterizada pela prática de 

diversas modalidades desportivas e por um envolvimento em atividades de 

cariz informal. Deste modo, podemos constatar que os jogadores em questão 

não se especializaram precocemente no Voleibol1, tendo, em contrapartida, 

calcorreado primeiramente um percurso com base em vivências desportivas 

diversificadas, onde a especialização no voleibol apenas surge mais tarde no 

seu desenvolvimento2. Estes resultados corroboram a tendência que tem vindo 

a ser assumida ultimamente pela investigação de que a especialização precoce 

não se constitui o único percurso válido para o alcance de elevados níveis de 

rendimento e demonstram que uma prática desportiva inicial diversificada pode 

ser uma trajetória viável, tanto para o alcance da expertise, como para um 

percurso mais direcionado para a recreação (Baker, Côté, & Abernethy, 2003a, 

2003b; Barreiros, Côté, & Fonseca, 2013; Berry, Abernethy, & Côté, 2008; 

Ford, Ward, Hodges, & Williams, 2009). 

O envolvimento em atividades de cariz informal durante as primeiras 

etapas do desenvolvimento foi uma característica convergente observada no 

percurso dos jogadores de voleibol (estudo empírico 3). A estrutura 

arquitetónica deste tipo de atividades, onde o atleta decide o que faz e como o 

faz, parece favorecer a ocorrência de uma aprendizagem implícita de 

importantes vetores para o desenvolvimento do atleta (i.e. habilidades técnicas, 

táticas, cognitivas, sociais). De facto, a importância deste tipo de atividade tem 

sido largamente apontada na literatura (Côté et al., 2003, 2007; Côté, Erickson, 

& Abernethy, 2013), porém observa-se a ausência de comprovação empírica 

acerca da sua sustentabilidade. Deste modo, a adoção de uma perspetiva 

diferenciada sobre a tipologia de atividades que caracterizam o percurso 

desportivo dos jogadores (i.e. ao analisarmos as atividades de cariz organizado 

e não-organizado), permitiu aceder à pertinência das atividades desportivas 

                                                        
1 O percurso dos jogadores parece não ter seguido a trajetória número 3 do Modelo Desenvolvimental de 

Participação Desportiva (MDPD) (Côté, 1999; Côté, Baker, & Abernethy, 2003, 2007), caracterizada pelo 
alcance da performance de alto rendimento com base na especialização precoce e prática deliberada. 
2  O percurso dos jogadores parece ter seguido a trajetória número 2 do MDPD, caracterizada pelo 
alcance da performance de alto rendimento com base numa diversificação desportiva inicial e jogo 
deliberado. 
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informais no seu desenvolvimento, alargando, assim, o corpo de conhecimento 

existente até então sobre esta temática. 

A par da identificação das similitudes existentes no percurso de 

jogadores de nível de rendimento diferenciado, importa compreender as 

idiossincrasias ao nível dos fatores de treino que caracterizam o percurso dos 

atletas que alcançaram um nível de rendimento superior. A quantidade de 

prática acumulada ao longo do desenvolvimento constatou-se uma das 

principais divergências encontradas entre os percursos dos jogadores de elite e 

dos jogadores de nível de rendimento inferior (estudo empírico 1, 2 e 3). 

Especificamente, os jogadores de elite não somente acumularam mais horas 

de prática no decurso do seu desenvolvimento, mas reuniram mais horas de 

treino numa fase específica da sua carreira desportiva (entre os 17 e os 20 

anos), sendo esta fase dedicada ao investimento exclusivo na modalidade 

escolhida (i.e. voleibol). Os resultados deste trabalho demonstraram, ainda, 

que os jogadores de voleibol de elite (masculino e feminino) alcançaram a 

expertise acumulando somente cerca de 4,000 horas de prática (estudo 

empírico 2), o que vem corroborar as evidências empíricas mais recentes e 

contrariar a ideia da necessidade de 10,000 horas de prática específica para o 

alcance de patamares elevados de rendimento (Baker et al., 2003b; Baker, 

Côté, & Deakin, 2005b, 2006; Berry et al., 2008).  

As respetivas evidências remetem-nos para uma reflexão acerca da 

sobrevalorização excessiva da quantidade de prática enquanto contributo 

ímpar no alcance da excelência. Mais do que a quantificação da prática 

efetuada, importa considerar o papel da qualidade da mesma no 

desenvolvimento do atleta e no impulsionamento de níveis de rendimento 

superiores no desporto. Pese embora a dificuldade em aceder à qualidade das 

experiências desportivas concretizadas pelos atletas, não somente por 

questões metodológicas, mas igualmente pela natureza abstrata do constructo 

em questão, os resultados apresentados nesta dissertação oferecem 

contributos relevantes para o avanço do conhecimento nesta área de 

investigação. A análise da natureza das modalidades desportivas vivenciadas 
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numa fase inicial da participação desportiva do atleta (estudo empírico 1) 

permitiu-nos constatar que nem todas as vivências desportivas parecem ter 

contribuído de igual forma para o alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento, 

particularmente quando atendemos ao sexo dos jogadores. Por exemplo, a 

prática inicial de modalidades desportivas individuais pelas jogadoras de elite 

poderá ter contribuído para o desenvolvimento de capacidades motoras 

relevantes nestas mulheres e facilitado o posterior acesso a patamares 

elevados de rendimento. Este resultado inquieta os investigadores para 

perscrutar no futuro o efeito da transferibilidade da aprendizagem (tendo por 

referência o sexo e o nível de rendimento dos atletas), uma vez que este 

conhecimento se constitui, ainda, bastante rudimentar (Abernethy, Baker, & 

Côté, 2005). 

Ainda no que concerne à necessidade de se aceder à qualidade das 

experiências desportivas, o estudo das características maturacionais dos 

jogadores em relação aos pares no decurso do seu desenvolvimento (estudo 

empírico 2) permitiu aceder a informação deveras relevante sobre o contexto 

onde as respetivas atividades desportivas se desenrolaram. Deste estudo 

emergiu um dos resultados mais fascinantes desta dissertação, ao demonstrar 

que os jogadores de nível de rendimento elevado (feminino e masculino) 

treinaram e jogaram ao longo do seu desenvolvimento com pares mais velhos, 

e, ainda, que as mulheres que alcançaram o alto rendimento eram mais altas 

em relação às colegas, durante as primeiras etapas de participação desportiva. 

A prática com atletas mais velhos poderá, de facto, ter proporcionado aos 

jogadores de elite um envolvimento de treino mais exigente e desafiador, 

oferecendo novos e diferenciados estímulos às suas experiências desportivas, 

o que, consequentemente, poderá ter intensificado a qualidade da prática 

efetuada e, eventualmente, contribuído para o alcance de patamares elevados 

de rendimento. Por outro lado, a posse de atributos físicos relevantes para a 

modalidade como, por exemplo, a altura, poderá ter sido uma vantagem inicial 

para as jogadoras de elite na consecução de níveis de desempenho elevados e 

na obtenção de uma qualidade de prática superior. Estes resultados 

proclamam a necessidade de se perceber que a qualidade da prática depende 
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não somente da natureza das atividades desenvolvidas, mas, igualmente, das 

características do envolvimento (onde os sujeitos com quem se efetua essa 

atividade se incluem), sendo este acoplamento de fatores decisivo para o 

desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo do atleta.  

Outra novidade desta dissertação situa-se no estudo do grau de 

formalidade da prática (estudo empírico 3), onde os respetivos resultados 

demonstraram que o envolvimento em atividades de cariz informal, apesar de 

ter sido partilhado por todos os jogadores de voleibol, foi reconhecido pelos 

jogadores de elite (feminino e masculino) como um importante contributo para o 

alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento. Importa, contudo, destacar o facto 

dos jogadores de elite referirem a participação em atividades informais 

específicas (i.e. voleibol de rua) com parceiros mais velhos durante as 

primeiras etapas do seu desenvolvimento. A grande vantagem deste tipo de 

atividades reside na panóplia de contextos que os participantes vivenciam. De 

facto, a flexibilidade e “negociabilidade” na sua forma e estrutura permite que 

crianças de diferentes idades e níveis de habilidades possam jogar na mesma 

atividade sem que se perca o sentido de competitividade e divertimento. Mais 

se acrescenta que estas atividades, ao serem controladas pelas crianças, 

fomentam a liberdade para inventar, adaptar, criar e negociar regras e 

estruturas que sirvam as suas vontades e necessidades (Côté et al., 2007; 

Côté et al., 2013; Wood, 2013). Assim, para além do desenvolvimento de 

atributos físicos, técnicos e táticos que estes contextos promovem, os 

participantes dispõem, ainda, da oportunidade para aprender e desenvolver a 

“malandragem” e a “esperteza” do jogo, característica que nem sempre se 

aprende em contextos formais de prática. Adicionalmente, o facto de estas 

atividades informais serem específicas remetem-nos para uma valorização 

acrescida deste tipo de prática informal no desenvolvimento de habilidades 

exclusivas da modalidade principal escolhida, o que conduz à necessidade de 

se explorar esta dimensão em estudos futuros. 

Neste estudo, em particular, o recurso a uma metodologia mista, onde 

se conjugou informação de ordem quantitativa e qualitativa, permitiu aceder a 
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uma perspetiva mais pormenorizada e significativa sobre o percurso 

calcorreado pelos jogadores de voleibol. O facto destas evidências apenas 

terem emergido na exploração qualitativa das respostas dos participantes (uma 

vez que na exploração quantitativa não se observaram diferenças), apela para 

a necessidade das investigações futuras aplicarem estudos baseados em 

abordagens qualitativas de forma a se aceder com maior profundidade as 

perceções dos atletas, esclarecendo, consequentemente, evidências 

generalizadas e, de certo modo, superficiais, resultantes de estudos com 

abordagens somente quantitativas. 

 

Acerca das influências psicossociais no desenvolvimento dos jogadores de 

voleibol 

Adicionalmente aos fatores de treino, procurou-se, igualmente, 

compreender de que forma os fatores psicossociais (i.e. apoio dos pais, 

treinadores e amigos) determinam o desenvolvimento dos jogadores de 

voleibol. O presente estudo evidenciou a existência de alguns pontos de 

convergência a este nível no percurso desportivo dos jogadores de voleibol de 

nível de rendimento diferenciado (estudo empírico 4). No que concerne ao 

apoio fornecido pelos pais, todos os jogadores reconheceram que as 

oportunidades de prática proporcionadas, bem como todo o apoio ao nível de 

transportes, material desportivo e alimentação, foram influências fulcrais nas 

suas carreiras. Pese embora este tipo de apoio seja mais evidente durante as 

fases iniciais da participação desportiva do atleta, estas ações parecem 

assumir um papel facilitador na determinação de uma prática desportiva regular 

e comprometida, corroborando, assim, as tendências observadas na literatura 

(Barreiros et al., 2013; Côté et al., 2003; Fraser-Thomas, Côté, & Deakin, 

2008a, 2008b).  

Por seu turno, no que se refere ao apoio fornecido pelos treinadores, 

todos os jogadores identificaram um perfil de treinador idêntico na fase inicial 

do seu envolvimento desportivo, sendo este caracterizado pela delicadeza, 

amabilidade e carinho demonstrado para com o atleta, e, ainda, pela 
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determinação de um ambiente de treino divertido e cativante. A importância 

deste tipo de treinadores no início do desenvolvimento do atleta parece ser 

acrescida, na medida em que proporcionam a vivência de experiências 

desportivas iniciais positivas, estimulando, como consequência, a continuidade 

da sua prática desportiva (Côté et al., 2003). Por seu turno, todos os jogadores 

identificaram a importância do treinador reconhecer o seu valor ao longo do 

seu desenvolvimento, sendo este reconhecimento normalmente demonstrado 

pela crença, atenção e oportunidades fornecidas ao jogador. 

Para além do apoio fornecido pelos pais e treinadores, os jogadores 

reconheceram, de igual forma, o papel relevante dos amigos no seu 

desenvolvimento. A grande maioria dos jogadores identificou nos amigos não 

somente uma das principais razões para iniciar a sua participação no voleibol, 

mas, também, uma das causas para se manterem motivados para a prática da 

modalidade. Estes resultados corroboram a noção de que a afiliação e o 

desenvolvimento de relações sociais positivas no desporto são reconhecidos 

como fatores decisivos para a manutenção do interesse e da motivação de 

crianças e jovens na prática desportiva (Barreiros et al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas 

et al., 2008a, 2008b; Weiss & Stuntz, 2004). 

A par das analogias supracitadas, importa igualmente destacar o que 

diferencia o percurso desportivo dos jogadores de voleibol de elite ao nível dos 

fatores psicossociais. A este respeito, foi possível identificar um conjunto de 

comportamentos adotados pelos pais, treinadores e amigos que parecem ter 

contribuído positivamente para o alcance de elevados níveis de rendimento dos 

jogadores de elite (estudo empírico 4). O envolvimento comedido dos pais ao 

longo da participação desportiva do jogador, bem como o apoio incondicional 

prestado e a autonomia fomentada, sugerem a envolvência do atleta num clima 

ausente de pressão e repleto de tranquilidade, libertando-o para o usufruto de 

experiências positivas no desporto. De facto, a literatura tem demonstrado que 

um envolvimento moderado dos pais conduz o atleta para experiências 

positivas no desporto, enquanto que um envolvimento excessivo ou, por seu 

turno, inexistente resulta numa influência negativa para o atleta (Barreiros et 
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al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b; Fraser-Thomas, Strachan, & 

Jeffery-Tosoni, 2013; Lauer, Gould, Roman, & Pierce, 2010a, 2010b). 

No que concerne ao apoio gerado pelo treinador, os jogadores de elite 

(feminino e masculino) enfatizaram a importância de um meio envolvente de 

treino pautado pela exigência eminente e por um trabalho individualizado com 

os atletas (baseado na instrução individualizada e no estabelecimento de 

objetivos). As características inerentes a este clima parecem, assim, ter 

favorecido a aprendizagem e potenciado o desenvolvimento máximo não 

somente das habilidades motoras, mas também das capacidades psicológicas 

e sociais (Barreiros et al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b). Deste 

modo, pela responsabilidade que detém na programação e estruturação do 

desenvolvimento dos jogadores aos mais diversos níveis, o treinador é 

claramente uma figura de destaque não somente no desenvolvimento do atleta, 

mas na potenciação do alcance de elevados patamares de rendimento. 

Finalmente, os jogadores de elite (feminino e masculino) atribuíram uma 

importância elevada e decisiva aos pares e colegas de equipa na consecução 

do seu desenvolvimento e no alcance da expertise. Particularmente, o clima 

motivacional estabelecido pelos respetivos durante a prática desportiva, 

baseado na exigência, na cobrança, no estabelecimento de objetivos comuns, 

na entreajuda e na amizade, foram percebidos pelos jogadores enquanto 

fatores importantes para o seu desenvolvimento. De facto, a literatura tem 

sugerido que a competitividade, a crítica e a comparação de rendimento entre 

atletas possui um impacto positivo na motivação do atleta (Chan, Lonsdale, & 

Fung, 2012; Keegan, Harwood, Spray, & Lavallee, 2009; Keegan, Spray, 

Harwood, & Lavallee, 2010; Ullrich-French & Smith, 2006). Para além da 

importância dos colegas de equipa, os amigos fora do contexto desportivo 

revelaram-se igualmente um apoio importante nas etapas posteriores do 

desenvolvimento do jogador. A exigência e a pressão exercidas pelo treino e 

pela competição de alto rendimento não raramente possuem um efeito 

psicológico negativo no atleta, pelo que os amigos parecem desempenhar um 

papel importante na estabilidade emocional do atleta.  
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Pese embora a maioria dos resultados deste estudo ao nível das 

influências psicossociais corrobore a investigação já existente nesta área 

(Barreiros et al., 2013; Fraser-Thomas et al., 2008a, 2008b), a grande novidade 

deste estudo situou-se ao nível da importância atribuída pelos voleibolistas de 

elite ao clima estabelecido pelos treinadores e colegas de equipa durante as 

fases mais avançadas do seu desenvolvimento. De facto, os resultados 

sugerem que a ação conjunta destes dois agentes nortearam o 

desenvolvimento do jogador através da exigência, rigor e constante evasão da 

“zona de conforto”, o que parece ter contribuído favoravelmente para a 

potenciação do seu desenvolvimento e, consequentemente, para o alcance de 

elevados níveis de rendimento.  

Para além da pertinência dos resultados encontrados, o recurso a uma 

metodologia mista foi uma sobrevalia deste estudo. Adicionalmente à 

identificação de padrões quantitativos sobre o apoio dos pais, treinadores e 

amigos, a possibilidade de os jogadores usarem as suas próprias palavras para 

descrever o apoio fornecido pelos respetivos agentes sociais permitiu-nos 

compreender com maior profundidade o seu papel no desenvolvimento do 

atleta. 

Finalmente, importa, ainda, destacar a análise realizada em função da 

interação do sexo e do nível de rendimento dos jogadores nos estudos que 

comportam esta dissertação. A respetiva análise permitiu identificar com maior 

clarividência as idiossincrasias que caracterizam os atletas e a proporcionar 

entendimentos mais detalhados e específicos sobre os percursos desportivos 

calcorreados por homens e mulheres de diferentes níveis de rendimento. A 

este respeito, por exemplo, verifica-se que no voleibol feminino português se 

aplica usualmente o mesmo modelo de desenvolvimento que é utilizado no 

voleibol masculino, não havendo uma preocupação com o desenvolvimento 

específico das mulheres. Assim, ao identificarmos as características que 

diferenciam o percurso desportivo dos atletas tendo em consideração a 

interação do sexo e do nível de rendimento dos jogadores, estamos, então, 

aptos a sugerir programas de desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo 
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específicos e que possam ir ao encontro das necessidades dos atletas. As 

evidências encontradas demonstram, ainda, a pertinência de se considerar a 

interação do sexo e nível de rendimento dos atletas em estudos futuros sobre o 

desenvolvimento do atleta. 

 

Limitações, Sugestões para Futuros Estudos e Recomendações para o 

Domínio da Prática 

As possíveis limitações deste estudo decorrem, naturalmente, por nos 

debruçarmos perante um tema tão aliciante e, simultaneamente, tão complexo, 

como a excelência no desporto. Em boa verdade, apesar de ser um conceito 

amplamente discutido na literatura, existem, ainda, muitos entraves no seu 

estudo que limitam um esclarecimento íntegro sobre os processos conducentes 

à concretização de desempenhos excecionais no desporto. A multiplicidade de 

fatores que determinam o alcance da excelência e a complexidade natural da 

sua interação dificultam os esforços dos investigadores em compreender na 

plenitude este complexo processo. A respetiva temática encontra-se, portanto, 

numa fase descritiva de influências isoladas, fracassando na interpretação da 

afinidade entre os mais diversos fatores que determinam a expertise 

desportiva. Apesar dos investigadores atestarem a necessidade de se abarcar 

abordagens multidisciplinares no estudo da excelência (Davids & Baker, 2007; 

Phillips, Davids, Renshaw, & Portus, 2010), persistem posições altamente 

antagónicas e pouco integradoras neste campo de investigação. A existência 

de uma diversidade de perspetivas, conceitos e terminologias, em conjugação 

com a sua natureza não generalizável, contribuem consideravelmente para a 

dificuldade na evolução de constructos teóricos e metodologias válidas e 

pertinentes. 

A este nível, o recurso a análises retrospetivas constata-se uma das 

grandes limitações desta área de estudo. Apesar da sua validade ser 

reconhecida na literatura (Hayman, Polman, & Taylor, 2012; MacDonald et al., 

2009), os entraves reais surgem no acesso limitado a informação 

potencialmente relevante que nos encaminhe para uma visão holística, 
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multifacetada e integradora do desenvolvimento do talento no desporto. Mais 

se acrescenta que metodologias deste calibre apenas nos permitem aceder a 

perceções de sujeitos, não informando com exatidão quais os percursos que 

foram realmente calcorreados.  

Pese embora a aplicação de estudos longitudinais seja uma solução 

sedutora e potencialmente válida, as dificuldades na sua operacionalização são 

acrescidas e as garantias do seu sucesso imprevisíveis. A aplicação de 

observações sistemáticas para o estudo minucioso de algumas variáveis tem 

sido sugerido como uma potencial metodologia (Ford, Yates, & Williams, 2010; 

Low, Williams, McRobert, & Ford, 2013; Partington & Cushion, 2013), 

desperdiçando, porém, a influência de outros fatores latentes no processo de 

desenvolvimento do atleta. A utilização de metodologias qualitativas poderá ser 

uma opção adicional válida, permitindo um aprofundamento das análises 

efetuadas até então e, até mesmo, a identificação e compreensão de 

processos ocultos presentes no desenvolvimento da excelência no desporto. O 

recurso a uma metodologia mista, onde se conjugue informação de ordem 

quantitativa e qualitativa, poderá conduzir a uma perspetiva ainda mais 

complementar e pormenorizada acerca do complexo processo de 

desenvolvimento do atleta. 

Adicionalmente, a dificuldade na identificação de um atleta detentor de 

desempenhos excecionais, se, por si só, já se constata uma tarefa árdua, 

aquando da consideração de um desporto onde a individualidade se 

desvanece no coletivo, como é o caso dos jogos desportivos, onde se insere o 

voleibol, este trabalho revela-se ainda mais difícil. Urge, portanto, a 

necessidade de obtermos definições mais rigorosas do que realmente se 

considera um atleta expert, afim de se evitar enviesamentos no entendimento 

sobre o processo de desenvolvimento desportivo a longo prazo do atleta.  

Reconhecendo as dificuldades existentes neste campo de investigação 

e as limitações daí recorrentes, assumimos, de igual forma, as potencialidades 

desta dissertação. Se as limitações anteriormente referidas constituíram os 

primeiros desafios deste estudo, estas abriram igualmente portas para um 
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trabalho onde emergiram importantes contributos não somente para a 

investigação, mas particularmente para o domínio da prática no contexto 

português. Através da multiplicidade de fatores examinados, é, então, possível 

identificar alguns fatores que contribuíram para o acesso a patamares elevados 

de rendimento no voleibol. Num esforço de síntese, este estudo evidenciou: (1) 

a especialização precoce não é um requisito obrigatório no desenvolvimento 

dos jogadores; (2) a quantidade de prática (expressa no número de horas) 

parece ser um fator decisivo no alcance da expertise; (3) a idade e a altura dos 

jogadores, quando analisada em função da tipologia de prática e a interação do 

sexo e do nível de rendimento dos respetivos, parecem assumir uma 

importância elevada na determinação da qualidade da prática, e (4) os pais, 

treinadores e amigos possuem um papel importante no apoio constante 

fornecido, mas igualmente na consecução de um desenvolvimento baseado na 

autonomia, exigência e rigor. 

Face à inexistência de programas de desenvolvimento desportivo a 

longo-prazo no voleibol português, os resultados deste estudo parecem 

contribuir para a consciencialização acerca de possíveis caminhos a percorrer 

pelos atletas desta modalidade e, em certa medida, para a otimização dos 

processos que encaminhem não só mais atletas para o alcance de elevados 

níveis de rendimento, como também promovam um desenvolvimento 

desportivo adequado para os participantes em geral. A este respeito, importa, 

por último, destacar que “um bom desporto tem que estar ao serviço da vida, 

da integridade biológica, psíquica e espiritual dos que o configuram” (Bento, 

2004, p.210), sendo, portanto, a sua função estar ao serviço da condição 

humana. 
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