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PEDAGOGICAL CASE #3 (Short Version) 
 

The ‘Golden Approach’ to Child and Youth Athlete Development 
 
Zara first picked up a tennis racket at age 3 and by 6 she was attending tennis camps in the 
summer. In the following years she would begin to take tennis lessons with a group of her 
friends. Along with occasional weekend matches with her mother, her love for the sport 
continued to grow. After her first two years of playing, she had already begun to take lessons 
with girls who were 1-2 years her senior. Each year she continued to improve and had all the 
characteristics of a tennis star in the making. Recognizing her talent and potential, one of her 
coaches had suggested to her parents that she enroll in some junior tournaments and perhaps 
begin to work one-on-one with a trainer to continue to help her develop her skill. She continued 
to shine and throughout her pre-teen years her life practically revolved around tennis. By age 13, 
she typically spent upwards of 14 hours per week working one-on-one with her coach, not 
including the additional time she spent participating in various national and international 
competitions. Although she had experienced a great deal of success throughout the brief time she 
competed at a high level, her passion for the sport began to dwindle as the competition continued 
to improve and the victories continued to become fewer and far between. When she was 15, Zara 
explained to her parents that tennis was, “ruining her life” and that she wanted to quit it 
altogether. Now as a teenager Zara rarely participates in tennis or any sports at all.  
 
Norway’s ‘Golden approach’ to Athlete Development and How it Applies 
Much has been made of Norway’s grassroots approach to athlete development. One of the 
central concepts of this approach is to emphasize fun over competition in youth sports, based on 
the belief that children tend to stay involved longer when they are not anxious and not put into 
high-pressure situations before they are developmentally ready to deal with them. If a fun-
centered approach can help shift a young athlete’s mindset from “Did I score?/Did we win?” to 
“What did I do well?/How can I improve?”, it can without a doubt help to facilitate a more 
meaningful and positive experiences for them, inevitably increasing the likelihood of long-term 
participation as a result. In comparison to Zara’s situation, by the age of 11 her weekly tennis 
lessons, along with the weekend tennis matches she played with her mother had somehow 
already turned into pressure-packed, high-level matches accompanied by a training program that 
more closely resembled the schedule of a part-time professional athlete than a child’s afterschool 
activity. Tennis first became a meaningful activity to her because it served as an outlet for her 
competitive nature, a way for her to nourish relationships with those who shared her love for the 
game, and above all else she thoroughly found joy in participating. Planning youth activities in 
ways that support these ideals can help increase the likelihood that their first exposure to sport 
will be a meaningful one, which may have a profound impact on whether they choose to 
continue to participate down the road. 
 
Rather than advocating for their young athletes to narrow their focus to a single sport or event, 
Norway’s approach advocates for young athletes to participate in a variety of sports, allowing 
them to develop a wide range of skills in the process. This notion is also in accordance with 
recent studies* that suggest children who specialize in a particular sport from a young age are 
more likely to experience ‘burn-out’ in addition to being at a greater risk of suffering overuse 
injuries commonly associated with high-intensity sport-specific training.  



	  
	  
	  

	   2	  

 
Although Zara’s training schedule was likely created with the intent of maximizing her 
performance, in reality it was probably more harmful to her than good. Although she was able to 
find success at a very young age, it is likely that in the long-run her skills would have become 
more advanced had she continued to gradually improve on her craft over the next 20-30 years, 
instead of training for a short, intense time at a very young age. Not only is the first approach 
more beneficial from a motor competence standpoint, but also more conducive to achieving a 
healthy-active lifestyle throughout the large majority of her life that is still remaining. In effect, 
her long hours of training not only discouraged her from continuing on with tennis, but may have 
also indirectly denied her the opportunity to participate in other extra-curricular activities, and in 
essence denied her the opportunity to build relationships, develop movement competence, and 
experience joy in other movement contexts; or in other words, the original sources of meaning 
that drew her to the sport of tennis in the first place. 
 
 
 
***Case developed by the LAMPE team and based on: 

 https://www.redsports.sg/2018/05/23/norway-winter-olympics/  

* https://bjsm.bmj.com/content/48/4/287  
 
 

 
 
 
 


