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The IAAF and Youth Athlet ics 
A report to the IAAF Medical 
Committee 
by Harmon C. Brown, Herbert Eil ioi i 

The IAAF has initiated several 
activities in youth Coaching, 
growth and development, and the 
applications of sports sciences to 
youth training. The goal of these 
activities was to devise age-
appropriate programs, which lead 
to the optimal opportunities for 
athletes to achieve their long-
range dreams of becoming elite 
athletes. At the same time, the 
lAtAF has pushed forward with a 
number of competition opportu­
nities for young athletes, such as 
World and Area Championships 
for Juniors or World Youth 
Championships. The authors 
describe the need for an appro­
priate competition program, 
which takes into consideration 
the problems of growth, early 
specialisation and dropout. In the 
conclusion the authors recom­
mend that the IAAF should estab­
lish a Working Group to study the 
entire ränge of Youth Athletics 
programming. 
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T
he IAAF has long-recognised the critical 
importance of youth programs to the 
continued growth of athletics world­

wide. In recent years it has sponsored promo­
tional events such as World Athletics Day, and 
has selected many young athletes to attend 
major competitions such as the World 
Championships. In order to further appropri-

Dr. Brown is Chair of the Sports 
Medicine and Sports Sciences 
Committee of USA Track and Field, 
former Chair of the Girls Youth 
Athletics and Women' s Develop­
ment Committees of USA Track and 
Field, and a member of the IMF 
Medical Committee. He is Clinical 
Professor of Medicine at the 
University of California, San 
Francisco. As a former U.S. national 
teams coach, including two Olympic 
and two Pan-American teams, he is 
a Federation-certified Master tech­
nical official and honorary Master 
Coach. He is a frequent writer on 
sports medicine topics, editor and 
co-author of the IAAF Medical 
Manual: A Practical Guide and the 
IAAF Medical Manual for Athletics 
and Road-Racing Competitions. 

Dr. Elliott is the long-time head of 
the Jamaican Athletics Federation 
Medical Committee and national 
teams physician. He is a former 
sprinter- 400m runner. He works as 
a Public Health Physician in the 
Ministry of Health of Jamaica and 
is a member of the IAAF Medical 
Committee. 

ate Coaching and training programs, the IAAF 
has co-ordinated or sponsored several semi­
nars and roundtables, and has published arti­
cles from experts in youth Coaching, growth 
and development, and the applications of 
sporls sciences to youth Iraining (1-4). The 
goal of these activities was to devise age-
appropriate programs, which lead lo the opti-
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mal opportunities for athletes to achieve 
their long-range dreams of becoming elite 
athletes. At the same lime, the IAAF competi­
tion management staff and the IAAF Council 
have pushed forward with a number of com­
petition opportunities for young athletes. 
These include World and Area Championships 
for Juniors, and most recently, since 1999, a 
World Youth Championships (WYCA) for 
young athletes 14-18 years of age. However, 
this latter competition program suggests that 
the IAAF did not fully take into consideration 
the recommendations from the various devel­
opmental activities noted previously when 
establishing this event. For example, the most 
recenl NSA Roundtable No. 36 (4) makes a 
number of excellent recommendations, which 
deserve serious consideration, and should 
serve as the basis for a comprehensive review 
and integrated program development for all 
future IAAF Youth efforts. 

A broad array of issues face the administra­
tors and coaches who are involved in youth 
sports programs. Many sports have attempted 
to come to grips with these issues, but it is too 
early to evaluate the success of these efforts. 
For example, the tennis federation has placed 
restrictions on the number of tournaments in 
which younger players may partieipate. 

The high dropout rate in youth sports, 
which may be as high as 70% in some U. S. 
youth programs, has been of increasing con­
cern. This has been addressed by Bussmann 
(5) for German youth athletics and in the U.S. 
by Tuffey (6) for the Swimming Federation. 
The latter group found a drop-out rate of 
350/o, and has completed a number of studies 
in an effort to determine why athletes remain 
in the sport, or drop out. These studies have 
resulted in a number of recommendations (7) 
concerning age-appropriate adaptations in 
Coaching style, training methodology, 
parental behaviour, and organization of prac­
tice sessions and competitions. A review of 
these studies would be of value to all who are 
involved in youth sport programs. 

All sports governing bodies seek to enrich 
their pools of talented young athletes, with 
the goal of eventually producing World and 
Olympic Champions. The recruitment and 
retention of these young athletes becomes 

fieree competition among sports, especially 
athletics vs. football. The talented young 
football athletes are used to make up 'select' 
teams for national and international compe­
titions, as an incentive to develop and 
retain them. 

This strategy appears to be a great part of 
the motivation for the late President 
Nebiolo's push to establish the World Youth 
Championships. He states in his pre-event 
letter - "I personally campaigned hard for the 
introduction of this new addition to the 
World Athletic Series calendar, because we 
must fight harder than ever to gain the 
attention of young people today." 

However, there are a number of drawbacks 
and caveals which must be considered 
before aeeepting the premise that high-level 
competitions for youth will serve to attract 
and retain these presumed 'stars of the 
future'. Early selection and intensive compe­
titions favour the early-maturing athlete, to 
the detriment of the late-maturer. Many 
studies show that this process discourages 
these late-maturers, causing them to drop 
out of the sport entirely, or to seek out other 
sports. Further, these slower-maturing ath­
letes often go on to surpass their early-
maturing peers, and eventually become the 
elite athletes at the senior levels. 

Shuyong and Zelichenok ( 4) express con­
cern lhal the pressure to succeed at the 
WYCA will lead to efforts by coaches, ath­
letes, parents, and officials to emphasize 
intensive training and early specialization at 
the expense of general athletic development. 
They and Levy (4) suggest that the WYCA be 
restricted to athletes age 16-17. Levy points 
out thal the age differential of 3 1/4 years at 
the 1999 WYCA made for an inequitable 
competition Situation at this critical stage of 
an athlete's growth and development. 

There is considerable evidence to support 
the need to avoid early specialization if later 
success is to be realized (8-10). Harre (11) 
studied a large group of children age 9-12. 
They were divided into two groups. One 
group received specialized training, the other 
a mulli-faceled sports training program. The 
specialty group achieved early success, but 
'peaked' al aboul age 15-16, plaleaued, and 
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then sustained a high attrition rate. The 
multi-laterally trained athletes began to 
attain success at age 18 and beyond, and 
went on lo successful careers in their sport. 

Kollark (12), coach of world shot-put 
Champion Astrid Kumbernuss noles, "l l was 
especially helpful for her that she participat­
ed in a lot of sporls during her growth phase 
as they had a very positive influence on her 
coordination, and bone development". 

Hay (13) studied the sports background of 
elite American jumpers. He found that these 
athletes participated in one during their 
developmental teen years, and only focussed 
events as they matured. 

Drabik (14) points out that for some sports 
such as gymnastics, diving, figure skating 
(and perhaps football?) early Special training 
may be appropriate for developing neuro-
motor skills. On the other hand, most sports 
(including athletics) require more prolonged, 
broad-based preparation over many years 
before specialization should be introdueed. 
However, competitive pressures may tempt 
the coach and athlete to adopl more inten­
sive, 'adult-type' training. This may be dele-
terious physically, developmentally, and psy­
chologically to young athletes during this 
period of rapid growth and maturation. 
Injuries to the immature physiques are well-
known consequences of heavy training 
loads. Intensive endurance training has been 
well demonstrated to cause a delay in mat­
uration and primary amenorrhea in pre-
adolescent girls, and secondary amenorrhea 
in young girls and women. (15, 16). There is 
also a high ineidence of over-use injuries in 
this group (17). 

There are also physiological and biomotor 
factors which must be considered in the 
training regimes of young athletes. Pre-ado-
lescence and early adolescence are peak peri­
ods for the development of aerobic capacity, 
while anaerobic Systems and muscular 
strength must await the maturation of other 
enzyme and hormonal Systems. Saltin (18) 
attributes much of the success of Kenya' s 
distance running program to their all-around 
endurance activities for youngsters. Gibbons 
(19) in studying successful endurance pro­
grams in several sports programs world-wide 

(Biathlon, Nordic skiing, and distance run­
ning) found lhal these programs emphasized 
a variely of endurance activities, organised 
Coaching, a limited number of competitions, 
and specialized training beginning only al 
about age 16 1/2 years. 

Hence, the IAAF should accept the fact 
thal the WCYA, as currently structured, is 
unlikely to identify those athletes who will 
be the future 'stars' on the world athletics 
stage. 

Dr. Nebiolo further states that the WYCA 
"is not Just another athletics competition - il 
is an opportunity for youngsters lo gain 
valuable experience, to improve personal 
bests, and to build friendly relationships with 
their rivals from every corner of the world." 
However, a number ofthe recent Roundtable 
participants point out a higher priority to 
develop standardized competitions at the 
federation, regional and Area levels, and that 
the world-level event should not be consid­
ered a "World Championship". Indeed, the 
goals expressed by Dr. Nebiolo for these 
young athleles could as well be accom­
plished by conducting more geographically-
limited meetings, especially for the under-16 
age group. This would provide more equi-
table competition opportunities for athletes 
from regions where youth programs are less 
well-developed, and be more affordable for 
most federations. 

The CAC region is an excellent model, as il 
conducts championships for the Linder-17 
and under-20 age levels, and recently held 
an under-23 competition. 

Recommendations 

The IAAF should establish a Working Group 
to study the entire ränge of Youth Athletics 
programming. This Working Group should be 
comprised of representatives from the areas 
of pedagogy, psychology, Coaching, the 
sports sciences and medicine. growth and 
development, as well as representatives from 
the Development and Competition deparl-
ments, and representatives for federations 
with well-devloped youth programs. Topics 
lo be considered should include, but not 
restricted to: 
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1. Establish a uniform definition of age 
groupings, consistent with IAAF age 
groupings, if they exist. 

2. Establish age-appropriate guidelines for 
programs, events and technical specifica­
tions. These guidelines should also include 
recommendations as to duration and type 
of training, length of training and compe­
tition seasons, and number of competitions. 

3. Develop recommendations for age-related 
Coaching styles (pedagogy), recognizing 
that teaching strategies and athlete moti­
vations vary with age, gender, and social 
Situation. 

4. Develop a consistent, logical competition 
progression for the different age group-
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