
1

Achieving Peak Achieving Peak 
PerformancePerformance

- Perspectives from elite athletes -

Dr. Trent Stellingwerff, PhD
Level III International Coach

Nestle Research Center
Athletics Canada Consultant

Lausanne, Switzerland

The big 5:  key attributes to develop good The big 5:  key attributes to develop good 
athletes into worldathletes into world--class athletesclass athletes

1) Work ethic / 
determination

2) Killer instinct / will to 
win

3) Durability 

4) Genetics

5) Sound training plan 
and positive IST 
environment
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ISTIST-- Integrated Support TeamIntegrated Support Team
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The planning to development to execution cycleThe planning to development to execution cycle
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Data gathering / AssessmentData gathering / Assessment

Phase 1 Data Gathering /
Assessment

Data Gathering / Testing / AssessmentsData Gathering / Testing / Assessments

• Physiological testing

• Medical assessments

• Training history questionnaires

• Injury history questionnaires

• Personalized approach
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Elite sports performance versus laboratory Elite sports performance versus laboratory 
studies of physiological performancestudies of physiological performance

• Only the most exceptional 
national class athletes win 
Olympic medals  (genetic 
endowment)

• Statisticians do not award the 
outcome of events

• Exercise physiologists do not 
award the outcome of events

• Sporting competitions run under 
an anti-doping code of conduct 
(e.g. WADA)

Goal SettingGoal Setting

Phase 1

Phase 2

Data Gathering /
Assessment

Goal Setting
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Having the tools to set realistic short and longHaving the tools to set realistic short and long--
term goals: term goals: ‘‘DreamDream’’ vs. vs. ‘‘OptimisticOptimistic’’ goalsgoals

Prioritize and TargetingPrioritize and Targeting

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

Data Gathering /
Assessment

Goal Setting

Prioritize and 
Targeting
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PeriodizedPeriodized planning = optimizing resultsplanning = optimizing results

?

Plan Development or RePlan Development or Re--DevelopmentDevelopment

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

Phase 4

Data Gathering /
Assessment

Goal Setting

Prioritize and 
Targeting

Plan Development
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Approaching the next year and next 4 year cycleApproaching the next year and next 4 year cycle
- What & where are the major approaching championships?
- Where is the athlete now, and where does he/she want to go?
- What is the athletes background?  Strengths / weaknesses?
- Tool to collect and integrate all of this information:  

-YPI- Yearly Planning Instrument
- Identifies major competitions
- Establishes major training phases 
- Emphasis some of the minor focuses
- Gives a yearly overview of target training loads (volume; intensity)

Implementation & ExecutionImplementation & Execution

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

Phase 4

Phase 5

Data Gathering /
Assessment

Goal Setting

Prioritize and 
Targeting

Plan Development

Implementation &
Execution
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PeriodizedPeriodized Yearly Training Yearly Training ––
LongLong--term planningterm planning

General PrepGeneral Prep Specific PrepSpecific Prep CompetitionCompetition TransitionTransition

PeriodizedPeriodized planning of training (2)planning of training (2)

R&RR&RGeneral PrepGeneral Prep Specific PrepSpecific Prep CompCompR&RR&R

Training weeks

%
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PeriodizedPeriodized planning of training (3)planning of training (3)

Elite middleElite middle --
distance runnersdistance runners

during just during just 
1 week1 week

of trainingof training

Clear and specific shortClear and specific short
and longand long--term planning term planning 

linked to specific goals to linked to specific goals to 
optimize resultsoptimize results
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Major ChampionshipMajor Championship

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

Phase 4

Phase 5

Data Gathering /
Assessment

Goal Setting

Prioritize and 
Targeting

Plan Development

Implementation &
Execution

Major Championship

Goals of Paramedical and coaching staff at Goals of Paramedical and coaching staff at 
major championshipsmajor championships

• To create a cohesive team that 
nurtures each other with respect and 
understanding

• To build & maintain an optimistic 
positive attitude in all team members

• To foster a winning attitude

• To support athletes to their highest 
winning potential, both physically and 
emotionally
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Challenges at major gamesChallenges at major games

• Extreme pressure & 
stress

• Sleep deprivation
• Isolation
• Lack of spiritual 

support
• Lack of privacy
• New groups and 

relationships
• Cultural changes
• Staying calm in a sea 

of chaos
• Change in routine

Dealing with challenges / stressDealing with challenges / stress……

• Perspective and context

• Balance in approach (this isn’t 
everything)

• Focusing on the process, not 
the outcome

• Focusing on what you can 
control, and not what you 
cannot control

• Sharing stress with support 
group & network (having 
someone from that support 
group at the games)
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Individualized Ideal Performance StateIndividualized Ideal Performance State
-- Psychological mood / feelings Psychological mood / feelings --

Emotional Control – Confident / Composed /  Calm / B utterflies / Anxious

Mental Focus – Focused / Narrowing / Scanning / Broa dening / Distracted

Physical Feelings – Excited / Energized / Unaware / Relaxed / Loose

Utilizing mental focus to optimize performanceUtilizing mental focus to optimize performance

General
Relaxation

Breathing

Training
Workout / task visualization 

Workout task/ focus

Competition 
Pre-race visualization

Competition focus

Competition alertness

Managing pain during 
competition
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Reflection & RepeatReflection & Repeat

Phase 1

Phase 2

Phase 3

Phase 4

Phase 5

Data Gathering /
Assessment

Goal Setting

Prioritize and 
Targeting

Plan Development

Implementation &
Execution

Reflection
then

Repeat as
necessary
(from days
to weeks
to years

to quadrennials)

Phase 6

Major Championship

The big 5:  key attributes to develop good The big 5:  key attributes to develop good 
athletes into worldathletes into world--class athletesclass athletes

1) Work ethic / 
determination

2) Killer instinct / will to 
win

3) Durability

4) Genetics

5) Sound training plan 
and positive IST 
environment

VS.      VS.      ??
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Genetics vs. effort / work ethic?

• Expertise theorists agree that it takes 
enormous effort to learn and master 
simple skills. 

• Herbert A. Simon of Carnegie Mellon 
University coined a psychological law of 
his own, the 10-year rule, which states 
that it takes approximately a decade of 
heavy labor to master any field. 

• Even child prodigies, such as Gauss in 
mathematics, Mozart in music and 
Bobby Fischer in chess, must have 
made an equivalent effort, perhaps by 
starting earlier and working harder than 
others.  

• Many exercise physiologist have 
suggested the same, it takes >10,000 
hrs of training to maximize potential.  
(at 2 hrs of training /day = 13.5 years!)


