
Dr Alex Roberts

Talent isn’t found, it’s 
grown:
The coach’s role in 
shaping potential



What is ‘Talent’?
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What is ‘Talent’?



What if the way we think about ‘talent’ is 
wrong?



Overview

- Rethinking ‘talent’

- Retraining ‘The Coach’s Eye’

- Designing for (Talent) Discovery
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What is ‘Talent’?
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• Physical

• Physiological

• Psychological

• Emotional

• Intellectual

• Environmental

• Creativity

• Social / Socioeconomic

• Sociocultural

• Perceptual

• Impairment mapping / Classification

• Training history

• …
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• Chance!

What is ‘Talent’?



The Coach’s Selection Dilemma

Are we identifying/selecting for the future, or right now?

Is my KPI to win the tournament this year, or to deliver 
international medals in the next five years?



Defining ‘Talent’



(Re) Defining ‘Talent’

“The capacity for future high-level performance;

the presence of particular skills, traits, or qualities that 

may predict future elite-level performance” (Roberts 2021)



Talent…Forecasting?



Can talent be ‘spotted’?





This tall to ride…

Boxing Paddle Aerial Skiing

Heavy weight suitability 

Male
13-18 yrs

Female
13-23 yrs

Tall, fast, strong and skilful Short, acrobatic, strong, flexible 

Female
14-21 yrs

Male
13-15 yrs

Female
13-15 yrs

R A G G R A G G R A G G

Ht < 50th %
VJ > 95th %

Acrobatic Background
Sporty Video

Incline Pull > 90th %
Beep test > 75th %
Height > 75%
ArmSpan > Ht

Sport background: Surf LS

Ht > 85th %
Wt > 50th %
Arm span > Ht
Sprint & VJ > 75th %
Agility > 75th %
Pull-up > 75th %
Beep test > 75th %
Self report for Contact



What does talent ‘look like’?

• What are the broad aspects of success in your sport?
• Physical/Anthropological/Technical

• Cognitive/Perceptual/Tactical

• Psychological/Mental/Social

• How important is each factor relative to the others?
• What might this look like at 13, 18, 22?
• How might these factors change over time with growth, 

maturation, appropriate athlete development?



Reflecting on talent



Rethinking Talent

We all have our own perceptions of what ‘talent’ looks like



Rethinking Talent

We all have our own perceptions of what ‘talent’ looks like

Experience

Context / 
Time Available

Time Spent

‘What I can work 
with’



What does talent ‘look like’?



Combating ‘bias’

We all have biases – based on intuition

Biases, or ‘heuristics’, are mental shortcuts

How can we limit ‘false negatives’ in our selection processes?



How can we make 
better decisions?



Reflection

What are my assumptions about talent in this country, age 
group, gender…?

What are (different) ways athletes could demonstrate these 
attributes?

Do I really have to (de)select athletes right now? Can I be more 
inclusive?



Reflection

Who else should be involved in my decision-making process?

Can I increase the amount of time I have to make the decision?

What information do I need to separate the ‘maybes’ from the 
‘nos’?



Reflecting on talent



Allowing talent to emerge

The most talented athletes may look average without the 
right context

The most talented athletes may never find the right context 
without thinking differently

Your coaching design decides what talent looks like



Designing for Discovery

Great design uncovers potential



Designing for Discovery

Great design uncovers potential



Thinking Differently 



Because of...

• Sport sampling 

• Transferable skills 

• Physical and physiological attributes

• HP behaviours

• Competition exposure

• New passion, no burn out

• Mindset and drive - 'Unfinished business'

• Seeking opportunities

• Sometimes luck! -right place right time.



Coaching for what’s possible

Talent isn’t just about what is, but about what could be

What are you looking for, and who might you be missing?

As coaches, we get to define what talent looks like – and 
what we can develop



Parting challenge

Be the coach who cultivates talent, not just the one 
who ‘picks’ it

Be the coach who finds ways to bring new athletes 
in, not the one who keeps them out



Thank you

Contact Me 10 Considerations 
for Athlete 
Selection


