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ABSTRACT 

This essay will explore the most important factors in determining where the next elite Canadian 

Olympic athletes will come from. The provinces of Ontario, Quebec, Alberta and British Columbia 

consistently produce t he highest number of Olympic athletes. This was not surprising based on the 

relative popu lation of these provinces; however, a deeper review into the research question found t hat 

there are other contributing factors. Some anomalies were also found. A number of factors were 

evaluated including cultural and social impacts, population, government support and an athlete's 

support system. The results concluded that there are not one but many factors that influence and 

determine where the next Olympic athletes will come from. 
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EXTENDED ESSAY TOPIC 1. 

:f~~.rr~cJ1 · 
What are the most important factors in determining where Canada's next Olympic athletes will come 

from? / 
INTRODUCTION 

·.·. 
On three separate occasions Canada has hosted the Olympic Games. The summer Olympics 

were held in Mohtreal in 1976, the w inter Olympics in Calgary In 1988, and most recently Vancouver 

held the winter Olympics in 2010. Overall Canada has produced very strong Olympic athletes, but there 

are some areas of Canada that produce greater concentrations of these elite athletes. This essay will 

review a number of factors that are believed to contribute to the success of the elite Canadian Olympic 

athleteyftwilllook at where these athletes come from and explain any provincial o~ ~erritoria l trends 

and patterns that exist. The essay wi ll also review the geographical and economic circumstances that 
. . ...,.,\:..~~""I)" 

exist to understand what factors might account for the development of elite Canadian athletes. ) ? 
The on-line Merriam Webster dictionary defines an Olympian as "a participant in Olympic games" 

(Merriam-Webster Incorporated). In the same dictionary elite ls defined as "the best in a class; 

superachiever'1 • An ath lete is defined as "a person trained to compete in sports or exercises involving 

physical strength, speed, or endurance; a person who has natural aptitude for physical activities. (Farlex 

Inc) This essay will determine t he most important factors that are necessary for these superachievers of 
,/ 

strength, speed or endurance to participate in the Olympic Games. 

I chose this topic because I am an athlete and very interested i"' sports. Learning what it takes to 

. . 
permit athletes to reach their full potential that allows them to participate at an Olympic level iS"'an 

appealing to pi~. Another reason I chose this topic is because in the 2010 Olympics in Vancouv'r;' Canada 

won more gold medals than it has ever won before, won the most gold medals out of all the countries 
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that participated, broke the world record for most gold medals won in any Winter Olympic games by a 

;i ' 

country, and placed third in the overall medal count (olympic.org). Ar1bther factor that interested me 

about the Vancouver 2010 Olympics was that, for the very first t ime ever, a Canadian won a gold medal 

on home soil. His name was A.lexandre Bilodeau (The Canadiah blymplc Committee). Where do these 

athletes come from and what makes them so good at what tHey do. Is It all related to government 

funding for sports programs, genetics, hard work, dedication, devotion? Do they come from families 

that can afford specia l coaching and training? Are they exposed to sujjerior coaching or are they located 

in close proximity to state of the art tra ining faci lities? 

DISTRIBUTION OF ELITE OLYMPIC ATHLETES 

In the Beijing summer Olympics in 2008, 285 of Canada's best elite athletes competed against 

:_· 

other countries around the world. In the 2010 w inter Olympits in Vancbuver, Canada sent 184 of its best 

athletes. Surprisingly, Canada won more medals in 2010 with fewer elite athletes thail it did in 2008 

with a larger number of elite athletes. 
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Figure 1 shows the distribution by province/territory of the Canadian Olympic athl~tes. This graph 

includes all Cahadian athletes that participated in the 2008 Beijing CHina summer g~ines and 2010 

winter Vancouver Canada Olympic Games. 

Canadian Olympic Athletes By Province (Sum~~r 
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Lookihg extlusively at the number of athletes by provlhce and territory, Ontario has the highest 

number of elite athletes participating at an Olympic level. This Is followed by British Columbia, Quebec 

and Alberta. 
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Figure 2 shows the Canadian provincial and territory breakdown for t:he 2008 surrirher Olympics. 
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The gr~ph in Figure 2 almost mirrors the d istribution shown in ~ i gure 1. The highest number of 

summer Olympic athletes comes from Ontario, followed by British ColUmbia, Quebe-c and Alberta. 

7 



Figure 3 shows the Canadian provincial/territory breakdown for the 2010 winter Olympics in 

Vancouver, Canada. 
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While Figure 3 has a different distribution than the Figltre 1 or Figure 2, the. top four provinces 

with the largest .number of elite Olympic athletes remain the s/e with Alberta, Quebec, Ontario and 

British Columbia. This is consistent with Figure 1 and Figure 2. 

Comparisons of elite athletes have been completed across countries that participate in the 

I 

Olympic Games, but there is very little comparison done withih countries and across the provinces and 

territories within Canada. Through my research, I have found tHat work done in Austra lia (Sotiriadou, 

K.P., Shilbury, D) is very applicable to Canada. The research dbne in Australia was used to determine why 
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"Australia has demonstrated the most notable sustained improvement ih efficiciency regarding output 

of Olympic meaals" {Sport Management Review, page 2). 

To understand the factors in determining where elite olympic athletes come from, it is 

important to ekplore in detail the environment and economics t hat are required to creat e and develop 
. :· 

elite athletes. These can be looked at across many perspectives. Most (jf t he research I have conducted 

groups the information on a macro, meso or micro economic level {Sports Management Review, page 2-

3). 

MACRO ECONOMIC LEVEL ANALYSIS 

At a macro economic level, considerat ion is given to things such as the cultural and social 

context in which people live. This includes such things as popUlation, politica l and ecohomic st ability, 
~ )v...t din ~~~ • 

cultural syst ems, geography and cl imate cha~es. / 

In Canada, no research could be found that would demonstrate that cultural or social factors are 

a major contributor or inhibitor in developing elite olympic athlet es. Given that Canatfa's politica l 

environment is reiatively stable, this was not seen as a factor that could expla in any provincial 

variations. Although there are climate and geographical differences between provinces in Canada, for 

the most part all provinces and territories experience four seasons in the year. There are temperature 

1, variat ions, time changes and varying degrees of daylight hours across the provinces arid territories, . ~\; ~ 

~~.}<(' )\however these items were nbt seen as signific~ contributing factors lb the developmen~ of elite 

(..Q..\ athlet es. "' \ ·, \ \...~.) ~...J 
~o~ Q~ 'Y'' . . "") ' ·v-r ~.,... J 

Population, Gross Domestic Product {GOP) and birthplace of olympic athletes were seen as 

potential differentiating factors. 
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Figure 4 shows the population of each province in Canada. 

Population by Province 
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Population by province correlates very closely with the the distribution of e;;~e Olympic ~t~l etes. 
Ontario, Quebec, British Columbia and Alberta have t he highest overall provincial pollLilation. It is logical 

to expect that the larger the popoluation, the greater the number of elite athletes from which to pick. 

Because the overall population is higher, the talent pool for sourcing elite athletes ~~~u ld increase. / 

GOP per capita is an indicator of the standard of living of an ecbnomy (http://wiki.answers.com) 

or its relative prosperity (http://answers.yahoo.com). One could exped that provinces with a higher 

GOP per capita wou ld have a higher standard of living and may have mbre funding for han-essentia l 

items such as support and development for sports at an elite level of play. This could also translate into 

more disposible income for parents to support t heir children in allowing~ acce~s to better facilit ies 
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to train, expensive equipment or private coaching lessons. This develbpment at an eariy age is viewed as 

essential as athletes normally are not considered "elite" until approximately 15 years of age. 

Figure 5 graphs the GOP per capita of each of the provinces in Canada. 
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The birth place of the elite Olympic athletes is shown is Figures i, 2, and 3. R~search has shown , 0 • - ~ 

that the size of the town where ath letes were born can have an impact on the elite athletes long-term 

development (Joe Baker). The research indicated t hat elite athletes were more likely t o come from 

Q.N\~).t-\..1 communities w ith a population of between 250,000 - 1,000,dOO. Alt hdUgh t he research was not limited 

to hockey or ice sports the research was summarized as fo llows "top players are more likely to come 

. / 
from commuhities large enough to build rinks, but not so large that thE! demand for ite time outweighs 

opportunit ies t~ skate" - (Curtis & Birch (1987) Sociol Sport J). It shoultf be noted; however, alt hletes 
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often move at an· ·early age from their birth place to access better coaGhing and facilities to enhance 

their development. / 

MESO ECONOiviiC lEVEL ANALYSIS 

At a mesb economic level, consideration must be giveh to the sports policies and strategies and 

allocation of resources. Governments and national sporting organizations can significantly influence elite 

ath lete development. This can be in both a positive and a negative way. Often times a government's 

changing priorities, desire to focus of fiscal restraint or deficit reductidH and t heir time span in political 

,. 

office limit their ability to provide continued support for long-term prdgram and Pc;>licies. On the positive 

side, over the past few years a significant amount of effort ant! funding has gone into the development 

of elite canadian athletes, coaches and sport to achieve success at t he Olympic Games. The Canadian 

Olympic Committee {COC) is responsible for all aspects of Canada's iri\lolvment in the Olympics. It was 

first formed in 1907 and has evolved into an organization that provides financial support, services and 

leadership to the Canadian high performance sports commurlity. The niission of the COC is "to lead the 

achievement of tanadian Olympic Teams' podium success and to advahce the Olympic va lues in 

Canada." - (Cahadian Olympic Committee). / 

"Own the Podium" is a joint partnership between Sport Canada and the COC '(and the Canadian 
- , 1 

Paraolympic Committee). Own the Podium is a Canadian initiative to iHt rease medal -counts by Canadian 

athletes at the winter and summer Olympics. The federa l government Is t he largest cont ributor to the 

Own the Podium Initiative. It contributes approximately $62 million in funding to the Canadian winter 

and summer Olympics. (Canadian Olympic Committee) Fundihg is also supplied by provincial, terrltorical 

and other fundl·alsing initiatives. There are many official olym):jic fund raising activities (e.g. 2010 Red 

Olympic Mittehs) as well as corporate national sponsors (e.g. Bell, Hudson's Bay Company, Royal Bank of 

Canada, Petro-Canada, RONA, Air Canada). / 
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Over t he past few years, there has been a significant strategy. Funding and program 'development in the 
.. :· 

area of developing elite athletes and the Canadian sports system, including public su'pport for sport in 

Canada. The COt has launched programs such as: 

0 Own the Podium - The goal is to give sports increased technical support in order to achieve 

greater Olympic resu lts. This includes coaching dei.ielopmant, speciaiized training camps for 

athl'etes, enhanced training programs and facilities, the use of cutting edge technology and 

the use of sports medicine. 

0 Ath iete Excellence Fund-This is a fund created td providE! Canad ian athletes with 

perfo}mance awards. Olympic medal winners receive $20,000, $15,000 and $10,000 for 
-:: ·. 

winnlhg Olympic gold, silver or bronze medals. It also provides money during non-olympic 
_. ,. ! 

yeai·s. Atheltes ~place in the top seats in certain comp~tions are eligible for funding. 

0 Post Olympic Excellence Series-These sessions are held after the Olympics are competed. 

The goal is to allow the athletes to celebrat e their achievements in the diympics in Canada 

and help to prepare t hem for transition into the the next steps of their career. This includes 

creating awareness for the Olympic movement through pUblic and private speaking 

eng~gements for Olympic athletes and other awareness campaigns such as allowing 

studehts to "adopt an Athlete". 

o Canadian Olympic School Program - This program was deVeloped to spead word and create 

Interest in t he Olympic movement through the education system. This initiative provides 

canaaian teachers with Olympic themed resources for teaching pu rpos~s. 

o Olympic Partners in Action- This inititive encourages and promotes corpbrate partnerships 

and donations t o support the Olympic movement. 
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o Social Media Change- Social media has grown to include tf1uch more than radio and 
.- ... 

tele\dson coverage in Canada. This inititive incorporates sbme of the ne* trends in socia l 

media including use of Twitter and Facebook to spread word about the Olympics. 

(Own the Podium) 

The federal, provincial and territorial governments along with Sports Canada and the Canadian 

Sports Centers a~~·oss Canada have been working hard and diligently td improve sports policies, J... . 
~-- _:J 

strategies and tli~ distribut ion offunding to support these olympic programs. o.. - \ • 5 
\A."'-~ .. 9-

· -; ~~-
While this information helps explains the increase in the overall humber of Olympic medals in 

Canada, it does not provide significant insight into the distribution acrbss provinces ~'nd terr~bries. The 
... 

National Sport Organizations tend to distribute funding across sports as opposed to Within provinces or 

. ·' 
territories. For example, funding appears to be distributed pdtnarily by sport (e.g. Bobsleigh Canada, 

Skate Canada, Hockey Canada, Archery Canada, Diving Canada, Rowing Canada, etc.) ·(own the Podium 

Sports - Sports Partners ). What may explain some of the provincial aHd t erritorial difference is the 

location of the major Canadian Sports Centres specifically desighed to ~rovide services and program to 

elite athletes an"d coaches. There are seven of these centres located across Canada. they are located in 

New Brunswick1 Quebec, Ontario, Manitoba, Saskatchewan, Alberta, aHd British Columbia. While these 

are not the only t'raining facilities for elite Olympic athletes, it is very interesting to nt>te that the 

provinces t hat produce the highest number of elite Olympic athletes (I.e. Ontario, Quebec, Alberta and 

British Columbia) also have one ofthese training faci lities in their prov{~le. Of partic~·lar note is the fact 

t hat because the Olympics have been held in Montreal, Calgary and Vahcouver, the facilities in these 

areas would be·t'op-notch training facilities for deveJPpment of elite athletes and would provide 

excellent prepar~tion for Olympic competition. / 
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.·.·. 
Figure 6 shows the distribution of elite Olympic athletes acrdss the country including where 

they are clustered. 
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This ma·p of Canada shows t he more specif ic location bf each athlete inside t he province in 

which t hey were born. The major cities, or areas near major cities, appear to be the largest producer of {. U 
J--V..~ 

elite Olympic atliletes. This supports the popu lation analysis and conclusion in t hat the higher t he 
_.... '1'-\J'r 

y.._~ j 
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population, t he Higher t he t alent pool for sourcing elite Olympic athletes. Montrea l and Quebec City 
.. 

have a large humber of elite athletes. This trend coUld be explained by t he attraction to t he facilit ies 

created to suj:)poH: t he 1976 Olympics in Montreal. It appears that majbr cit ies in each province seem to 
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be producing the bulk of these elite athletes. This sUpports the birthplace analysis that the central 

locations typicaiiv have more and better access to training facilities. 

/ Figure 7 shows a more detailed view of elite Olympic athletes by city. 
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These are the major Canadian cities t hat have the highest number of elite athletes. It is expected 

t hat the Greater Toronto Area would have a high nUmber of elite Olympic athlet es considering their 

popu lation size of 5.5 million. It is interesting to note that the cities that held previo'us Olympic Games 

(Montreal, Calgary and Vancouver) have very high concentrations of elite athletes. The Ottawa and 

Gatineau area appears to be underachieving based oh its population. Ahother su·rpr'ise is London, 

Ontario. With a population of 352 395 it would not be,e'Xpectetl to produce the number of elite Olympic 

athletes. This ml:ians that popu lation is not the only factor in (jet erminlhg w here Olympic athletes come 

f rom. 
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. 
The deveibpment of sports policies, strategi~s and alldtation tJf resources is a key element In t he 

success of elite bl~mpic ath letes. The Canadian Olympic Comh1ittee ahd its partners have developed 

program and strategies that address the following key areas (Own the Podium -Pillars of Excellence) 

0 CoacHing and techn ical excellence- aimed at developing teaches and technica l leaders, and 

proOiding resources and program to enhance perfdrmance and leadershljj capability 

0 Athiete/team excellence- aimed at providing regular traihlng and competition 

enVii',.dnments, elite athlete and team developmeHt; and p~bcesses and p·rograms for the 

development of the next generation of Olympic athletes. 

o Sports science, medicine and innovatioh excellence- aimetl at providing athletes with 

access to trained sports practit ioners, providing research ahd innovation and supporting 

coaches with integrated support teams 

o National Level Performance Excellence - aimed at providing the national sporting 

orga'nization with performance assessment tools and processes, access to hetworks of 

sports institutes and leadership capacitY. 

v 
Research has shown that focus on these key areas can improve the performatice of elite 

Olympic athletes. There are also other factors that are worthy of mentloh. Ta lent development and 

identification at ah early age, t hrough programs like those described abdve, wil l improve the 

identification arid potential of future elite athletes. Olympic athletes cah serve as "rol·e model" or 

someone a young person can identify with. This, in turn, can lead to ari increase in the level of interest 

and participatibn ln sporting activities. This leads to an increased ta lerlt pool from which elite athletes 

can be sourced. 
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Media fotus and atte.ntion and the creation df sporting heroes also cause awareness for elite 

: • ' 

athletes that create interest in young, future athletes. This cah generate pride and inspire other athletes 

and the country ih general. This can create unity, increased public interest and awareness and improved 

financial support for elite athletes. (Sport Management Review- page 6 - 10) 
/ 

/ 
The meso economic factors appear to have a significant impad on the success of Olympic 

ath letes. For the rhost part, they appear to create the foundation upoti which current and future success 

is built. They also create awareness and processes for the early identifltation of elite athletes. It is likely 

to account for the significant year over year improvement in the Canadian Olympic movement. If 

continued effort is utilized by these programs, strategies and ~olicies it will help determine future 

success. As indicated, other than the location of some of the high level facilit ies it does not give specific 
: . ' 

information on the variances by province or territory, but does explaiH the factors t hat contribute to the 

sy.etess of elite ·athletes across the country. 

MICRO ECONOlVIIt LEVEL ANAlYSIS 

The mld'd economic level considers the other factors tHat can lhfluence an elite athletes 

success. This includes the initiative and ded ication of the individual athlete, genetics, support systems, 

financial factors, rble models, faci lities, specia lists, coaching, ahd competition. Many ofthese items are 

significantly irrq:latted by the factors discussed in the macro aHd meso economic levels. A solid 

foundation, as created in the macro and meso economic levels, creates the necessary environmeht for 

all athletes to reat h their full potential. At a micro ecbmonic level the fbcus is more oh the individual. 

How does the ihdividual contribute? 

Studies Have shown that elite athletes train differentlY in that t hey train mor?!, train for longer 

durations and the training is higher in quality than han-elite ath letes (Joe Baker, PhD, York University). 

Thus it is apparerh from the research that elite Olympic athletes have a very high level of initiative and 
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dedication to their area of sport. The research also indicated that early exposure to e~sentia l training 

resources is critical to the development ofthe elite athlete. This includes such things as training 

faci lities, coaching and specialists. 

Another significant factor of t he developmeht of an elite athel~te is the relatlo'nship with and 

quality of the tdach. A coach's ability can be improved through training, but the relationship with t he 

athlete is as, If libt more, important than the coaches ability and credentials. The coach is the person 

that c1n;notivate, encourage and take the athlete to the next level. 

/ 
There is niuch debate around an athlete's talent and genetics. Are people born wit h athletic 

ability or will tr~lhing, motivation and other factors al low an athlete td develop into ah elite level? 

Regardless of whether genetics play a factor, genetics alone cannot make a "good" athlete "great" . 

There are numerous factors that play a large role in the development ahd progressidli of an elite 

athlete. 

Although not found in my direct research, it is apparent through personal experience, albeit not 

at an olympic levei, that there is a significant level of dedication, commitment and sacrifice required on 

the part of the athlete and the athlete's fami ly. There are times when the athlete may have to train or 

compete as opposed to do something with friends. Families are required to provide Eittwtional, physical 

and financial sUpport for athletes to meet t heir fu ll potential. Ajthougk some level of funding is available 

to elite ath letes; there is a significant financial commitment required I:Jy families.This can help propel an 

athlete to a level t hat could get them noticed by those that can put thetn on the elite track. In addition, 
.··· 

the ath letes proximity to sporting facilities and their ability to compete at an international level raises 

the bar in terms of expectations and performance and appear to have an impact on their developement 

and progression. 

\ suMMARY OF KE~ FINDINGS 
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The key fihdings can be summarized as fo llows 

o The majority of the Canadian Olympic athletes come from Ontario, Quebec and 

British Columbia and Alberta 

0 Population size is one factor that contribUtes to where elite Olympic athletes come 

from; however, it is not the only factor. / 

o Government sponsored programs, policies and strategies play a ~ignificant role in 

the development of elite Olymj:lit: athletes and Canada's progressive success at the 
/ 

Olympic games. 

o The proximity to sporting facilities specificially designed to promote and enhance 

althete development is a s ignifit~factdr In t he development of an elite Olympic 

athlete. 
~ ~ '-l.t-.R.. ~ 

o Elite Olympic athletes have a very high level of initiative and dedication to their area 

of sport. This is essentia l to their success. It requires a signif icant ievel of training 

J..... --and commitment on the athlete's part. 

CONCLUSION 

It appears that t here are many important factors iri determiHihg where the next Olympic 

athletes will come f rom. There is no single factor that contribUtes to the development of an elite 

Olympic athlete. There are a number of factors at the macro, meso ahd micro economic level that 

collectively impact where, how and if athlet es develop into aH elite level. Population appear to have t he 

greatest impact at t he macro economic level. At the meso economic level, the programs, strategies and 

policies have a s.ignificant impact on creating the foundation for success for today's clt hletes and the 

athletes of t he future in Canad~ese programs also create awareness, public i nte·r~st, pride and 
' 

20 



inspriation which further enhance and support Canadian athletes development and success. These 

programs, strategies and polices are key to the deveiopment of a sustainable athletic program in 

Canada. At a tnitro economic level, an athletes commitment, stlpport, dedication, coaching and access 

to the appropriate resources are key in an ath letes developmerit towartis becoming an elite olympic 

level athlete. / 
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