Is benchmarking appropriate for the management of ke sport systems?

1. Introduction

In recent times the concept of benchmarking ha laelvocated as a tool for improving
management within the sport industry. For exampis,an underpinning principle of the UK
Labour government’s drive for efficiency and effeehess (Audit Commission, 2000), leading
to the emergence of the National Benchmarking Semromoted by Sport England, the lead
body for sport in England. However, the sectorprs management in which benchmarking
has been most utilized is that of the managemestitef sport systems where benchmarking
has been considered as a good method of identifyiagfactors that lead to international

sporting success.

‘Elite sport system’ is the term used to descritihfrastructure and processes used by a sport
to identify, develop and prepare athletes for ima&onal sporting success. This approach to
sport is conceived as a system as it begins wih identification of raw talent that is
transformed by a number of factors into athleteglvican achieve success on the elite sport
stage. In the past decade these sport systemsbleavee the focus of much benchmarking
investigation (de Bosscher, de Knop, van Bottenbangl Shibli,2006, 2008; Green, 2007a;
Green and Oakley 2001) primarily as a consequeht¢e&ammajor events. The first was the
sporting success achieved by the former German Dextio Republic (GDR) during the 1970s
and 1980s, which showed that an organised apptoagrds the support of high performance
sport could result in the systematic productioswfcessful international athletes. The second,
and perhaps more important event, was the suchesgustralian Institute of Sport (AIS)
enjoyed in the build up to the 2000 Olympic Ganfs.the main elements of the AIS were

based on the GDR system, this suggested that it pegsible to achieve success by



benchmarking elite sport systems against the iméretsire and processes to be found in other

successful sporting nations.

Benchmarking has been successfully used in manyeational management contexts to
improve performance by investigating the practioéssuperiorly performing organisations
(Brownlie, 1999; Camp 1989, 1995, 1998; Carpiratil de Melo, 2002; Cuadrado, Frasquet
and Cervera, 2004). Underpinning the benchmarkppycach is the concept tE#arning from
best practiceand this approach seeks to improve practice asnaequence of a detailed
analysis of the practices used in successful asgans which are then introduced into an
organisation wishing to improve success. Therdberechmarking can be advocated as a means
of allowing managers to improve management of thkie sport systems by understanding

how other successful systems operate.

Benchmarking has a number of forms. In their revadvbenchmarking in the UK, Hinton,
Francis and Holloway (2000, p. 53) set out theofsihg typology developed by Camp

(1995) as a means of classifying benchmarking éietsv

Internal. A comparison among similar operations within gn@vn organisation.

» Competitive A comparison with the best of the direct compesit

* Functional A comparison of methods with those of companighk similar processes
in the same function outside one’s industry.

* Genericprocess A comparison of work processes with others wheehanovative,

exemplar work processes. This is the form of beraching that was chosen for the

research presented here.



It is apparent from research in this field (de Bbsset al, 2006; 2008; Houlihan and Green,

2008; Oakley and Green, 2001) that benchmarkingph@moted a convergence of elite sport
systems as many nations have sought to copy wisabé&en perceived to contribute to the
success of the GDR and AIS systems. Indeed it ssible to observe a “trend towards a
homogenous model of elite sport systems” (Oakley @reen, 2001, p. 91) across different
sports and different nations. However, despite ¢bisvergence, it is clear there are countries
that perform consistently better in some sport$ tbther countries do, such as Australian

cricket and British cycling.

Thus, as most contemporary elite sport systemsra@e up of similar infrastructure and
practices, it appears that the actual design sktlsgstems can no longer explain differences in
success. Therefore it is possible to argue thantaeagement and delivery of an elite sport
system is how a more important factor for succkaa the mere existence of such a system.
Thus, if sports wish to improve success, managémslite sport systems should focus on
improving the way the system is delivered — thecesses followed - in order to enhance the

output of successful athletes.

Knowledge of how to do this is limited and thereftine research set out in this paper aimed to
evaluate the applicability of the concept of preckenchmarking as a tool for improving the
management of elite sport systems. Process benkimgaequires a consideration of exemplar
work processes and consequently, a number of tteegses of the successful elite systems of
the Swedish Athletics Association and the Norweg&liing Federation went through a
benchmarking process. This paper sets out thenfysdiof this research and begins by
presenting an overview of elite sport systemshéntmoves on to discuss the concept of

benchmarking, followed by an outline of the methed in the study. The results of the



research are presented and the paper ends witecassion of the usefulness of process

benchmarking for the management of elite sporesyst

2. Elite sport systems

Elite sport systems are concerned with the systeraatl strategic development of elite athlete
performance (Houlihan and Green, 2008). Made up fimber of different components (see
below) elite sport systems are considered to leadhtiernational sporting excellence by

applying an organised and consistent set of pexctio the ‘production’ of elite athletes. Such

systems have emerged as a consequence of theedetaights into the sport system of the
former GDR which became possible after the falth&f Iron Curtain. These showed that an
environment that fully supported athletes acrossimber of areas led to a greatly increased

likelihood of international sporting success.

Subsequently, nations wishing to compete on thernational sporting stage have introduced
many of the practices present in the former GDRiatginational, comparative research in this
filed has revealed a number of different element¥a practices that have become common
components of many successful elite sport systéhmesresearch in this area has organised the
factors that are considered important into threesaeably distinct areas (Table 1). First, are
contextuafactorssuch as a need for the general professionalisatidrfurther development of
the infrastructure of an elite sport system. Secanel factors which are not directly related to
the actual support of individual athletes and ceachut which improve the provision of
different elite sport systems. This cluster of suppctivities includes comprehensive planning
for individual sports and a clear prioritisation ssme sports in the allocation of resources
(Deloitte and Touche, 2003; Green, 2007a). Finaligre are a number stipport services

which directly affect athletes and coaches in theily training, such as the presence of a talent



identification scheme which leads promising youagsbnto an athlete development pathway,
the provision of sport science support to improtrdete performance and a coach education
structure to develop competent and technically dawoaches (de Bosschatral, 2003, 2008;

Deloitte and Touche, 2003a; Green and Oakley, 2B@ijihan and Green, 2008). These are

set out and explained in Table 2.

Insert Table 1 about here

Insert Table 2 about here

Contemporary research suggests that without trsgesyatic approach to elite sport there is
little chance of consistent success. This is bec#usas been shown that the infrastructure,
practices and services set out above are presentcoessful sporting nations, and are indeed
considered by those involved to have contributedame way to their success (Deloitte and
Touche, 2003), although how much and in what wagiffecult to determine. Consequently,

nations wishing to emulate their success have atthto copy these practices.

3. The concept of benchmarking

The concept of benchmarking as a managerial toefrged in the management literature as a
consequence of a series of successful organisdBealopment projects conducted by the
management of the US copier manufacturer Rank Xekoreview of the literature in this
field highlights a large number of definitions dfet concept, although most only differ in
terms of the terminology they use, or the amounnfufrmation they include. Camp (1989,
1995, 1998) one of the founding researchers in fialel of benchmarking, defined

benchmarking as “the search for industry best mestthat leads to superior performance”
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(Camp 1995, p.8). Bogan and English (1994, p.4yssigd a more extensive definition when
they stated that
Benchmarking is the continuous process of measuoegucts, services and
practices against the toughest competitors or thosepanies recognised as

industry leaders.

Consequently, benchmarking can be considered asuatwsed process that leads to
understanding of superior performance in the defied services and products (Camp, 1998;

Lankfrod, 2002; Marwa and Zairi, 2008).

Nourayi (2006) has offered a number of reasons tfer use of benchmarking in
organisations. He suggests that organisations sarm@enchmarking to improve productivity,
service design and to identify new opportunitigs.addition, Fernandez, McCarthy and
Rakotobe-Joel (2001) have highlighted the advastagéenchmarking in terms of its ability
to contribute to strategic planning, process amalgsd improvement and organisational
change. Its ability to allow the analysis of pramss is particularly important for the
managers of elite sport systems who may be ahlségorocess benchmarking to learn how

to improve the way they deliver their direct sugsarvices.

3.1 Process benchmarking

Delpachitra and Beal (2002, p. 411) have descritmed process benchmarking “analyses the
discrete work processes involved in a range offtass systems” in an attempt to identify the
most effective operating practices from organisetithat perform similar work functions. In
their research carried out with financial instiems they concluded that process

benchmarking can greatly improve the ability totaims competitive edge by providing



information on best practice which can then be oshiiced into the benchmarking

organisation.

In line with this, Hintonet al. (2002, p. 54) have argued that an examinatiormaégsses is
essential as “it is only through an understandihfaw inputs are transformed into outputs
that the attainment of superior results can be ymarseffectively.” This highlights why
benchmarking may be of value to managers of glitgtsystems as an understanding of the
transformation process may enable them to transther inputs — athletes - into more
effective outputs — medal winning athletes. Morgamiantly, within the context of elite sport
systems although it is generally agreedat services should be provided, little is known
about how sport systems should deliver their elite and peckeenchmarking provides a

useful approach to answering théssvquestions.

3.2. The benchmarking method

Several different models exist in the process bercking literature, which vary
predominately in the way they structure a benchimgrkroject. Shetty (1993) distinguished
between five main phases and Kinni (1994) identiBeven distinct stages of a benchmarking
project. Camp (1989) and Bemowski (1991) even destrprocess models of twelve main
steps. The differences in these process modelsairdy of a semantic nature as they tend to
include the same elements to be followed throughaitogical order once a need for
performance improvement has been identified. Tleésmments can be categorisedpasblem
identification, identification of comparison partf®), data collection, data analysis and

comparison, changandevaluation and review



First, problem identificationrequires the processes that need improvement tddogified.
These are the organisational structures that dve tbe focus of the benchmarking project. For
an elite sport system, this could be its lifestsigoport scheme or its competition structure.
Second, th&entification of a comparison partn@eeds to be carried out and then approached.
This is followed bydata collectionand the main aim of this phase is to create aleeta
understanding of the process by which the comparigartner achieves its performance
(Boxwell, 1994; Krell, 2003; Lankfrod, 2002). Folng this isdata analysisand comparison

in order to develop recommendations for the impnomet of the investigated processes. One
crucial element in this stage is the evaluationhef technical transferability of the identified
practices. For this evaluation, it is important&velop an understanding of the degree to which
the observed best practices are linked to the @g@mnal context of the comparison partner
and how far this differs from the context of thenttemarking organisation. Finallghange
need to be made within the initiating organisatiororder to take advantage of the learning

from the benchmarking process, which should sulesgtyubeevaluated and reviewed

By following through this process, it can be arguleat benchmarking will reduce learning
costs as it can provide detailed insight into theure of successful organisational processes,
how these are linked to and best integrated intorganisation, as well as why and how these
affect the organisation’s performance. Hence, g¢kiengh the benchmarking organisation still
has to draw its own conclusions from the gathendormation before it can implement new
practices, the approach can help to reduce the cbsteveloping new management practices
by benefiting from the experiences the comparistngr has already had.

The careful selection of the comparison partneiurslamental. There is a need to find an
organisation, as a comparison partner, which pesvidn appropriate trade-off between

offering easy access, a high degree of innovatssenencerning the processes used, and a high



likelihood of being able to transfer these bestitas to another organisational context. The
guantity and quality of the data gathered and tioegssing and analysis of this data is also
important. According to Smith (1997, p. 40) thisafien forgotten or neglected as many
benchmarking parties “spend 90 percent of theoretin the acquisition of knowledge (the fun

part) and only 10 percent of their effort on appdyit (the difficult part).”

3.3. Challenges to benchmarking
Benchmarking has been subject to much critical @e{@i2rucker, 2004; Jennings, 2001; Smith,
1997) and there are a number of issues which hawerged astechnical and strategic

challenges to the use of benchmarking as a todrfyanisational learning.

Technical challenges are those problems and difésuthat occur while conducting a
benchmarking project. One substantial hurdle incherarking is the need to convince a
potential comparison partner to take part in theggat. Besides committing the personal time
and resources of key staff members, being a cosgrapartner requires an organisation to
reveal its competitive advantage. In addition, khnewledge management literature suggests
two other challenges that may face a benchmarkiggnisation (Desouza, 2003; Smith, 2001).
First, although the senior management of a conpanmrtner may agree to cooperate in a
benchmarking project, individual key members offsteay be unwilling to share their personal
expertise. While such behaviour is problematic tbe benchmarking project, it is
understandable from the viewpoint of the individaaltheir knowledge and expertise is their
individual competitive advantage. Secondly, Deso{223) and Smith (2001) highlight the
phenomenon ofacit knowledgevhich may mean the actual nature of a specifictjma can
not be measured, verbalised, or documented. Fon@eain the field of elite sport services,

this tacit knowledge might refer to the “eye” otaent scout and if benchmarking a talent



identification scheme, it must be considered whethe success of this scheme is based on the

scouting protocols that are in place, or if ithe tesult of the experience of specific individuals

Strategic challenges are more fundamental. The gneblem is that the comparison partner
might not actually demonstrate best managementtipgat relation to the investigated
benchmarking object (Pfeffer & Sutton, 2006). Sugrgserformance may, for example, be due
to the specific context affecting an organisaticather than good practice in the chosen
process. Associated with this, and more criticalthe challenge of transferability, or the
comparison of ‘apples’ with ‘pears’. Benchmarking based on the comparison of one
organisation with that of another. As both orgamss may have different corporate history,
culture, or environment, there is a danger thatberarking is not a comparison of ‘like with
like’ and leads to the identification of non-tragstble management practices (Fernarad e,
2001; McGonagle and Fleming, 1993). In their presteon of an evolutionary approach to
benchmarking, Fernandezt al. (2001) doubt whether practices in their entirebn de
successfully adopted by other organisations. Thatg that this is particularly an issue when
trying to transfer practices across cultures awrsally the case in the benchmarking of elite
sport systems. Furthermore, they go on to commntett dlthough transferability is a tacit
condition of benchmarking, it can not be guarangggrocesses can be culturally and socially

embedded.

One solution to this is benchmarking based on tineciple of learning rather than the
principle of copying (Papaioannou, 2007) as it offers the opportungystiggest new
approaches for solving problems. Approaching berahking as learning or lesson drawing
(Green, 2007b) makes it possible for managersam lBom practices of organisations which

are fundamentally different from theirs and redutesdanger of identifying non-transferable
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practice (Krell, 2003; Lankfrod, 2002; Smith, 199However, this is not the way that
benchmarking has been approached in the manageofemiite sport systems. The
convergence of elite sport systems identified byBdsschert al, (2006; 2008); Houlihan
and Green, (2008); Oakley and Green, (2001) hascainout because of copying in that
policy makers and practitioners have identified/mes that are perceived to contribute to the
success of successful elite sport systems and dtgsmmpted to transfer these, often in their
entirety, into other nations and cultures. As aseguence, the elements set out in Table 1
and the services explained in Table 2 do not gteeasuccess (de Bosscletral, 2006,

2008; Houlihan and Green, 2008).

4 The research question underpinning this study
Researchers in this area such as de Bosscher(20@b) have argued explicitly for the use of
benchmarking in this context:
Although an idea of the explaining variance of $pmolicy for international
success will be very interesting, only a detaileddhmarking of countries will

give the necessary information on efficier{dg Bosscheet al 2006, p.117)

However, the appropriateness of benchmarking tdidiet of elite sport systems has yet to be
fully tested. Although elements that are commorsuocessful elite sport systems have been
identified through competitive and functional bemenking, little evaluation of process
benchmarking has been carried out. An evaluatiahisftype of benchmarking is necessary to
explain why some sports and sport nations contiouse more successful than others despite
the convergence of elite sport system structuregh@ discussion above shows, this evaluation
is also important as benchmarking is not withotitctcsm. Whether process benchmarking can

be carried out in the specific contextual condgiaffecting an elite sport system has yet to be
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investigated. Thus the research set out in thigpagpired to address the following research
guestion:
Can process benchmarking inform managers of ghtet systems of how to

improve the processes of the support servicesdakyer?

From this question the aim of the research emevwgedh is to evaluate the applicability of
process benchmarking as a tool for learning abl@tmanagement practices that lead to

success in elite sport systems. This leads tooltening two objectives:

* To evaluate the extent to which it is possibla&mntify and describe the processes that lead
to the success of elite sport systemsorder for benchmarking to be of value withime th
context of elite sport systems, successful orgdoisa must have management practices

that can be identified, described and copied.

* To establish whether these practices are transterab other organisational contexts:
Criticism of transferability have been based ontextadependency and therefore it was
important to establish to what extent the contdxtiatéure of the processes followed is an

obstacle in the context of elite sport systems.

Thus, this research analysed and compared how uaaessful elite sport systems delivered

four key elite sport support services.

4.1 Problem identification: selection of the proceses to be benchmarked
The starting point for the selection of the proessto be benchmarked was the work of
researchers such as de Bossdaheal. (2006, 2008) and Green and Oakley (2001) who have

provided an extensive overview of the services tvlie considered to be part of an elite sport
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system. There is no evidence to suggest any priantong the support services identified in
their research and the general assumption is lleagytstem should contain all of the services,
set out in Table 2 in some form. However, resolirogations meant it was not possible for
this study to consider all support services of ke sport system in appropriate width and
depth and thus, following a discussion with an expanel, the following four elite sport

system services were selected:

* Athlete development pathways
» Coaching structures and coach education programmes
* Sport science support

* Athlete lifestyle support

These processes were selected on the basis dlitheifng selection criteria:

» Direct support servicesAs the aim of the research was to evaluate thenpat®f process
benchmarking in bringing about improvements inrtfteagement of an elite sport system,
only support services were considered as thesaitima the direct control of the managers
of these systems.

* Fundamentality Certain elements of an elite sport system requirestigation in order to
understand the working of the system as a wholeekample, an understanding of the key
stakeholders in the system was necessary in avdeénderstand the extent of the system,
leading to a detailed analysis of the athlete agrakent pathway and associated coaching
structure.

» Structurally interdependencyhe choice of one service often directly leadtheochoice of
another one. For example, investigating coachingcstres within an elite sport system
leads to consideration of coach education schemesder to explain how the structure

works.
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* Topicality Certain questions dominate debates surroundingeowporary elite sport
systems and were thus considered worth investgatior example, the appropriate
structure for an athlete development pathway igukeatly discussed by policy makers

leading to the selection of this service for study.

Although other services set out in Table 1 meetesofithese criteria, the four selected services
were felt, by the expert panel, to be most appabprior this research as they are the focus of
extensive research literature, perceived to be dasydentify and describe and often

interdependent, facilitating data collection.

4.2 ldentification of comparison partners
Once the services to be benchmarked have beennchibsenext stage of a benchmarking
project is to identify potential comparison partiérhe following criteria were used to identify

elite sports systems that had the potential toobgparison partners:

* A democratic political environment with a stabileoeomy: When considering the
transferability of the services to be benchmarkedppeared appropriate to consider only
sport systems which are part of a democratic enment, with a stable, strong economy as
these factors provide an element of contextual istamey. Although countries like Cuba
and Kenya show extraordinary sporting successy tineique political and economic
environments make it unlikely that their practiees transferable to other contexts.

» Discipline specific succesfifferent countries demonstrate success in diffesports and
no one country can claim to be successful acrdsspalts (de Bosschest al, 2008).
Therefore it was considered necessary to focusuooess in specific sports, rather than

across all sports. For example, the Norwegian system would not have been a potential

14



comparison partner if its position on the medalgall the Summer Olympics was taken
into account, however, its success in cross-cowkirgg is outstanding.

* Recent and continuous succeAsation can be successful in a sport due to thergence
of one talented athlete or as a result of extensivestment as a consequence of being
selected as a host city for a major event suchea®tympics. Such success is not the result
of a system that systematically produces winninglesds and therefore potential
comparison partners were required to not only shesent sporting success, but also a
history of success.

* Sporting success per capit8uccess was defined by the efficient use of huresources

and hence by the number of won medals per capitaparticular sport.

These selection criteria were applied to the méatales of a number of major international
sporting events held over the past decade, inaudimter and Summer Olympics, World and
European Championships. Based on the informatiothegad, the Swedish Athletics

Association (SAA) and the Norwegian Skiing FederatfiNSF) were selected as comparison

partners for this research.

4.3 Data collection

Information about the selected services was priynallected from stakeholders in the

selected federations through semi-structured imes; This was felt to be the most

appropriate method of data collection because semnitured interviews provide the necessary
flexibility to establish details of best practicEhe research included interviewees from the
general management of the elite sport system; tlvbsewere working in the actual delivery of

the different services (coach education officersl aport scientist) and those who were

recipients of the services the elite sport systerogided (coaches and athletes). This made the
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triangulation of interviewees possible and led tmare valid picture of the chosen services.
Fifty individuals were interviewed (22 in Swedenda?8 in Norway) and over 65 hours of

interviews were recorded, transcribed, and analysed

4.4 Data processing and analysis

When processing the data it was necessary to deweettetailed understanding of the nature
of the two sport systems and their practices. bhepto do this, separate case studies were
created for the two benchmarking subjects. Allnvieavs were recorded and transcribed. The
transcripts were imported into the software NUDHich was then used to structure and
manage the data. Based on the interview schedukggtem of categories was developed to
code the transcriptions. After all interviews hagkeb coded once, the results were coded a
second time, according to a coding structure therged from the first coding process. This
iterative process was necessary to cater for umtegeand additional information gathered
during data collection which could not be anticgzhfrom the literature used to develop the
interview schedules. Based on the final codingltesa report was written for each of the
two case studies which included a discussion oémMesl practises. These were sent back to

interviewees in Norway and Sweden for respondelidatzon.

Attempts were made to increase the objectivityaldity, and validity by introducing specific
interventions, following defined protocols, and doenting the conducted steps. Specifically,
in an attempt to improve the objectivity and religp of the selection procedure, the criteria
used for selecting both the services to be bendtedaand the comparison partners were based
on an extensive review of the available literatame were confirmed following a debate by a
panel of experts. The subsequent development ohteeview guidelines was also based on
the literature and helped to improve the objegtioit the study. In addition, as a result of the

clustering concept of the different types of iniewees, the triangulation system, the extensive
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data collection, and the iterative use of NUDISTwas possible to develop a detailed, clear
and relatively valid understanding of the naturetlé processes conducted by the two
comparison partners, as well as the origin of thasetices. This was confirmed through
respondent validation by interviewees who commeatedifferent elements of the case studies

reports.

5. Analysis and comparison: results of the research

As the purpose of this paper is to present an atialuof process benchmarking in the context
of elite sport systems, a full discussion of tmeliings from the two elite sport systems will not
be provided. This is, however, set out in BohlkeO@ 2007). What follows is a summary of

practice in terms of the services that were bendkeda followed by a discussion of the

appropriateness of process benchmarking in thisegtn

The research suggested that, in terms of the fysdof the research of Digel (2002a, b) de
Bosscheet al. (2006, 2008), Green and Oakley (2001) and Houldrath Green (2005, 2008),
the two sport systems provided few of the servomesidered necessary for systematic success.
Indeed, at first impression it appeared that sohtkeoservices were either not provided, or not
used by Norwegian skiers and Swedish athletes lasiddoaches. However, as the following
examples will show, these services were provideduthh indirect processes and structures,

which were only identified during the course of tiaa collection and analysis.

First, neither of the two federations operatedetkgected athlete development pathway with a
set of consecutive steps for developing an athlatehermore, the research showed that the
federations do not provide systematic and proaciygport in terms of regular training camps

and educational seminars to talented youngstersamander the age of 18. The lack of an
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organised and well supported athlete developmetiiwag is in contrast to the arguments
presented by Balyi (2001) and de Bossdatal. (2006, 2008) who suggest that such pathways
are crucial for the success of an elite sport systédowever, it was apparent from the research
that the extensive club infrastructure that existslorway and Sweden, alongside the mature
national competition circuit, appear to be a sidhic substitute for the lack of a centrally

organised athlete development pathway.

Second, Balyi (2001), Deloitte and Touche (2003] de Bosscheet al. (2008) have also

suggested that an extensive and compulsory edocatieeme for coaches is a crucial part of a
successful elite sport system. However, neither paoison partner had formal education
requirements at any coaching level. This does reannhowever, that the coaches in both
systems were uneducated or that they avoided fuddnelopment. Swedish coaches gained
their education through continuous but informal rextges with their colleagues in the
coaching community, while Norwegian club coachésnaled seminars organised by elite sport

system managers.

Third, the two sports approached the integratiospufrt science support into the training of
elite athletes conservatively and sport science@tipvas not easily accessible except for the
very elite. This is in contrast to the argumentsi®@Bosscheet al. (2008), Green and Oakley
(2001) and SIRC (2002). However, many cases ofeclosoperation between individual
athletes, coaches, performance diagnosticianss@ord scientists were identified in the course
of the investigation. Wherever these co-operatiageloped they provided a clear substitute

for a technically more sophisticated sport scieswggport service.
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Finally, neither of the two comparison partnersegspd to offer a comprehensive lifestyle
support programme as described by de Bossshalk (2008), Green (2007a) and Green and
Oakley (2001). As only one individual in each o tomparison partners was responsible for
the lifestyle support matters of approximately 28@letes, the first impression of the provision
of lifestyle support was, yet again, that this ggrwvas not highly developed in the two
countries. However, both systems have tried to ldpve network of universities which allow
elite athletes to combine education and fundingeducation with training for their sport.
Second, in both systems the athlete’s coach wasctegh to help solve the problems that a
lifestyle support manager would focus on in a memnventional elite sport support
environment. Thus, it can be argued that the tvite sport systems provided the lifestyle

support that is considered an important servia@naglite sport system.

In terms of the benchmarked services which werectgsd for this research, after detailed
investigation it was apparent that both comparigariners had mechanisms that support an
athlete’s development; cater for the educationazcbes; provide sport science support and
consider the sporting and non-sporting developn@ntthletes. What was unexpected,
however, was the process of service delivery. FAinssome areas, such as the provision of
sport science support, services appeared to beektsasive and technically unsophisticated
compared to that of other sport systems. Even mgpertantly, for this research, is that many
of the investigated services were difficult to itignand describe. This suggests that process
benchmarking in the context of elite sport systenay be problematic as a clear description
and understanding of the processes under reviegsential to the benchmarking process in

order for organisational learning to occur (Hingml, 2000).
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6. Discussion: benchmarking and elite sport systems

The aim of this research was to evaluate the adplity of benchmarking as a tool for learning
about the management practices that lead to surcebte sport systems. In order to do this it
was necessary to establish first, whether it isiptes to identify and describe the processes that
lead to the success of elite sport systems andhdeedhether the identified processes are
transferable to other organisational contexts. fblewing discussion considers each of these

points, leading to a conclusion in terms of therall@im of the research.

6.1. Identification and description of management ppcesses

The results showed that both comparison parthessdad, in some form, the services chosen
to be benchmarked. It was possible to identify describe the processes which underpinned
the delivery of the different services (see BohIR®07) supporting the advantages of
benchmarking set out by Nourayi (2006) and Hintnal. (2000). Furthermore, those
interviewed felt strongly that these services dmel way these are delivered were important
contributors to the sporting success of the SwealishNorwegian sport systems. This suggests
that the concerns of Pfeffer and Sutton (2006 )natesupported by the study as it is apparent
that success in these two sport systems is a re$uthe way the services that were
benchmarked were delivered. However, it was notagbvimmediately clear how these
processes did contribute to the success of thgsmisations. Although the processes could be
described, their actions and interactions withia #lite sport system were not immediately
apparent and in some cases their impact could en@ablnpletely explained. The existence of
identifiable management practices that show clel@vance for success are necessary for the
successful application of the benchmarking appra&tihton et al., 2000) and thus these
findings suggest that process benchmarking mayrtelggnatic as a tool for improving the

management of elite sport systems.
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6.2. Transferability of the identified processes

In addition, one of the most fundamental criticiswis benchmarking is that successful
management processes are not always transferabtbeoorganisational contexts (Fernandez
et al, 2001; McGonagle and Fleming, 1993). This is apartant challenge for the application
of benchmarking in the context of elite sport systeas they demonstrate high levels of
diversity due to substantial differences in fundargounts, funding sources, and government
policy among different sports and different cowedriTherefore the most important step in this
evaluation of process benchmarking was to assederifified practices can be transferred to
other organisational contexts. In order to evaluhts, the research investigated how the
practices emerged, developed and were deliverethanektent to which they depended on the

specific conditions faced by the benchmarking suibje

The research revealed five interdependent fachaishtelped to explain the emergence of the
identified practices in Sweden and Norway and wigytworked so well in their contexts.

However, as the following discussion will showisipossible to argue that a successful, direct
transfer of these practices may not, in many cdsegossible, thus further challenging the

application of process benchmarking in elite spgstems.

6.3.1. Socio-cultural context

Many of the practices and structures observed irwklp and Sweden reflected elements and
characteristics of their general socio-culturaltegts as suggested by Fernandeal. (2001).
For example, the coach education programme touredfm Sweden reflected and was founded
on the Swedish study circle tradition, a specifietimd of self-education and group learning

that influences educational design in many areaSvaeddish society. The highly contextual
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nature of the coach education system provided &B#HA makes its replication difficult and it
is likely that different sport systems will struggto develop the self-dependent and self-
responsible education ethos required by the Sweslistem, which has contributed to its

success.

6.3.2. Strong club competition infrastructure

Both sports have an extensive, voluntary club stftecture with a strong club competition
environment. The research showed that this infrestre influenced practices in the two sport
systems in a number of ways. For example, the atubpetition structure provided a training
and development environment for young athletes hwimicother countries is provided by a
centrally organised athlete development pathwag. rEisearch suggested that the use of local
clubs to provide an athlete development pathwag fEghly effective strategy for success,
however, it will only be successful if an elite ®ya has a similarly extensive club

environment.

6.3.3. Working atmosphere in the sport environment

The research also found that the working atmosplreréhe two sport systems had a

significant and positive impact on their succesBisTrefers to the general attitude of the

coaches and athletes towards their sport, the aimos among the different coaches, the
general nature of the coach-athlete relationshid,the way the athletes themselves interact
with each other. The transition between club spoational performance sport, and top

athletes was, in both systems, very blurred andtedea strong impression of one coherent

sport “community”.
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For example, the coach education mechanisms appedanth systems, to depend to a high
degree on informal as well as formal exchanges raiwkedge and experience between
coaches from different performance levels in theonal system. Indeed, formal aspects of
both coaching systems were limited and coach enmtuncatimarily came about through less
experienced coaches working with and sharing e&pees with senior coaches. Both
systems had a very open and co-operative workimpsthere, which means that a more
formal system is unnecessary. Interviewees feltthia system had emerged as a reflection
of the traditionally short hierarchical distanceivbeen the elite and the “average people”
which can be found in many areas in the two Scawm societies. Once again, this

highlights the impact of the socio-cultural contertthe elite sport systems.

6.3.4. Personality and knowledge of key agents

The inherent otacit knowledggDesouza, 2003; Smith, 2001) and personality gfdaaches
and athletes were identified as key factors irstiezess of the different initiatives identified by
the research. For example, the enthusiasm, openpessonality and background of key
coaches was more important for the successful eoatipn between the cross country national
team and the Olympic Committee in Norway than @mig and formal agreements. Even
though an attempt was made in the research toibledoow key individuals interacted with
their colleagues, as Desouza (2003) and Smith j2@@de argued, it remains difficult to fully
understand all “tacit” elements which made theindx@our so successful. This contributes to

the challenge of transferring the identified preesito other organisational contexts.

6.3.5. Conscious interventions
The discussion above suggests that the practiaebdlre contributed to the success of Norway

and Sweden are strongly context dependent andridismake the transfer of these practices
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difficult. In particular, the working atmosphere thie two systems which is characterised by
openness, sharing of expertise and a lack of baraey may be particularly difficult to
replicate. However, it was also apparent that,eirent times a number of interventions had
been designed and introduced in order to changeimptbve the atmosphere in the two
systems, and these interventions may have the tfadtéar introduction into other elite sport
systems. These interventions included the schoogramme of the Swedish Athletics
Association and the holistic approach to coachirgyadent in Norway. However, although
these interventions can be described in detadntains difficult to evaluate to what extent the
general cultural context in Norway and Sweden, gpecific atmosphere of the two sport
environments, and the personality and knowledgekeyf agents provided the essential

foundation for the initiatives to work (Bohlke, Z00

7. Conclusion

The findings of the research lead to the concludlwat there are barriers to the use of
benchmarking in order to learn about the procefisgismay improve the management and
delivery of elite sport systems. These barrierobecparticularly prominent if the approach to
benchmarking is one of copying (Papaioannou, 20@¥Wre it is used to try and identify a

ready-made solution for a specific problem. Unfoately, this is the approach that many
sporting nations have taken to the developmenthefr telite sport systems where the
infrastructure and processes of the GDR and AlSehasen widely replicated. Such an

understanding of the concept will, in many casesad Ito failure as the research identified a
number of practices that have limited, direct tfarability due to high dependence on the
cultural background, structural design, or stafftieé Swedish and Norwegian elite sport

systems.
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Specifically, the coach education policy of the 8isk Athletics Association is based to such a
high degree on the Swedish study circle traditiat it is unlikely to work with similar success
in a different cultural context. In addition, relg on the national club infrastructure as a
vehicle for athlete development will not work forsport system which has a less developed
club infrastructure. Finally, even though it wasgible to describe the services delivered by
the two elite sport systems, the extent to whicah piersonality and tacit knowledge of staff
influences successful service delivery remainsiadifif to evaluate. This research provides
evidence to show that an understanding of the psooéhow services are delivered is not
always possible. This supports the work of de Buomset al. (2006, 2008) and Houlihan and
Green (2008) who have argued that the presence elita sport system does not necessarily

guarantee sporting success.

It can therefore be concluded that the direct fearasf the way the services under investigation
were delivered is problematic for two main reasdnsst, the tacit knowledge that has led to
much success in these two sports can not be regaica other elite sport systems. Second,
although it was possible to describe the procegsssciated with the four selected services in
the two sports, they did not reflect those desdrinecurrent research and operated in a manner
that was highly context dependent. For these reagsbis research supports the challenges to
benchmarking presented by Desouza (2003), Fernanagz2001), McGonagle and Fleming
(1993) and Smith (2001) if benchmarking is usedtha context of elite sport systems.
Therefore managers should be cautious about aitegnfui directly transfer, or copy the

infrastructure and practices of sport systemsttieat perceive to be successful.

8. Areas for further research

As the research set out in this paper is the doshparative investigation of the management
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practices in elite sport systems, two obvious acédsrther research are to repeat this study
with other benchmarking subjects and benchmarkinjgots. Perhaps more interesting, and
indeed more challenging, would be to further evalube practical applicability of the elite

sport system practices identified in this resedochther elite sport systems. Further research
could investigate whether the context-dependendhefervices investigated in this research

does, in reality, prevent the transfer of theseises to other elite sport systems.
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Table 1: Factors contributing to

elite success

Oakley and Green (2001)

Digel (2002a, b)

UK Spor2Q06)

Green and Houlihan (2005)

An excellence culture
Appropriate funding

Clear understanding of the ro
of the different agencies
Simplicity of administration
Effective system for monitorin
athlete progress

Talent identification ang
targeting of resources
Comprehensive planning syste
for each sport
Lifestyle support
Well

structured competitio

Support, especially financial, ¢
the state

l&conomic success and busing
sponsorship

A media supported positiv
gsports culture

Talent development through tk
] education system

Talent development through tk
rarmed forces

A sport science support service

=)

pfFinancial support
Participation in sport
a&ientific research
Talent identification an(
edevelopment system

Athletic and post-career suppg

development
n€oaching provision and coac
development

International competition

Training facilities

néntegrated approach to poli¢

Support for ‘full-time’ athletes
A hierarchy of competitior
centred

opportunities 0

I preparation for internationé
events

rElite facility development

y

N
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programmes

Well developed specifi

)

facilities

Source: Houlihan and Green (2008)
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Table 2: The services of an elite sport system

Service

Description

Talent identification structures

These are the g@sees that allow th

systematic identification of individua

e

S

with a talent for sport(s). For example, the

‘scouting’ system that is prevalent

baseball and basketball in the USA.

in

Athlete development pathways

Structures and suppattallow athletes

to develop their skills and abilities in thei

chosen sport. Using these structu
athletes move along a carefully manag
pathway that begins with tale
identification and ends with retireme
from the sport(s). For example, a squ
system made up of junior, youth a
senior squads allows an athlete to deve

in line with their ability and age.

U7

Sport science support

A co-ordinated approach ¢oinklusion

of research and scientific information |i

training regimes. Support traditional
comes in the areas of psycholog

physiology, biomechanics, nutrition a

engineering, which is tailored to meet the

needs of each athlete.

Coach education system

This service offers trainamgl further
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education to coaches in place within {

elite sport system to ensure they are k

up to date with changes in training

techniques and coaching styles. In many

countries the coach education system

based on the need to achieve levelg

gualification before being able to move up

the coaching hierarchy.

Access to facilities and equipment

Well-developednd a sport  specifig

facilities and equipment with priority

access for elite athletes, which allow

athletes to train and improve in thei

chosen sport(s). This access is often v
centrally supported regional network

Institutes, such as the AlS.

Anti-drug frameworks

Processes that ensure thhtetat arg

provided with anti-drug education ai

regularly tested for banned substang

These are usually managed by a cen

agency.

D
-

aa

of

es.

tral

Athlete lifestyle support

These are the servicesclvisupport the
non-sporting life of an athlete fro
identification to retirement. These inclu
access to funding, education opportunit

and career planning.

de

ies
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Competition structures

Access to appropriate levelsf

competition which regularly provid

e

athletes with the opportunity to measure

their performance against rivals need tg be

in place. For example, as an athl

develops they will move from competing

at national level to international level.

ete
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