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The Rocky Road to Success:
The Importance of Challenge



• Super-Champions, Champions and ‘Almosts’ (Collins, 
McCarthy & MacNamara, 2016 – n=54)

• 60+caps/5+ world medals

• <3 caps/<1medal but high level

• High level youth, no more than Division 2 adult

The Rocky Road to Success

Supers Almosts

Slow, often bumpy progression Smooth ride – “He was a great minor…”

Supportive, encouraging but separated parents VERY high levels of parental interest and drive

Strong but challenging coaches Vocal support then MUCH less

VERY high personal drive – Athlete often causes the ‘bumps’ 
through personal standards

Committed early – enjoying the attention but very ‘other’ 
referenced. REAL problems or even dropout later

Positive reaction to challenges and setbacks – “uses to 
stimulate”

Negative reaction – “why me”, I am unlucky” or “It’s not fair”



My ‘Rocky Road’…



Competition supporting Development? 
Tony Forristal Under 14 Hurling 

Competition

What is the purpose? 

BUT…

80% of titles have been won by 5 counties

SO…

No winner of the Forristal has gone on to 
win minor title four years later

• Under 16…

• Only 5 winners have gone on to win at 
minor two years later



How can we use 
competition better?



Competition CAN Support Development!

Developmental Focus that Emphasises…
• Fun (but what does that mean?)

•Movement and Perceived Competence
• Time to learn, practice, make mistakes
• Lots of touches, decisions, actions
•Autonomy and independence

• Variability 
• Confidence ‘Give it a Go-ness’

• Experiences that build confidence
• Skills that allow confidence



𝓦𝓲𝓷?

𝓣𝓮𝓼𝓽 𝓪𝓷𝓭 𝓬𝓱𝓪𝓵𝓵𝓮𝓷𝓰𝓮?

𝓢𝓴𝓲𝓵𝓵 𝓭𝓮𝓿𝓮𝓵𝓸𝓹𝓶𝓮𝓷𝓽?

𝓖𝓪𝓶𝓮 𝓶𝓪𝓷𝓪𝓰𝓮𝓶𝓮𝓷𝓽? 

𝓟𝓻𝓮𝓼𝓼𝓾𝓻𝓮? 

𝓐𝓾𝓽𝓸𝓷𝓸𝓶𝔂? 

𝓛𝓮𝓪𝓭𝓮𝓻𝓼𝓱𝓲𝓹?

𝓓𝓮𝓬𝓲𝓼𝓲𝓸𝓷 𝓶𝓪𝓴𝓲𝓷𝓰?



What could it look like? 
• Game day as a learning day

• Discussion and collaboration with ‘opposition’
• Strengths and weaknesses
• Post discussion and debrief 

• Share and discuss

• Role of the coach
• Step backwards…but planned for…

• Re-defining Winning
• Stretch and challenge teams
• Stretch and challenge individuals
• Evaluate against today’s objectives
• Assess against set goals
• Freedom to coach with a long-term agenda



Coaching to Develop the Player of Tomorrow

• Focus on what players learn rather than (only) what you coach

• Adaptability 

• Decision making

• Transferability

• Principles before methods 



Coaching is a Decision Making Process

Principles before Methods 





My Good, Bad, and What I Would Have Done 
Differently…

Culture and Unity –
the coaches I worked 

with

Organisation

Feedback and 
Communication



Go Raibh Maith
Agaibh!

Aine MacNamara 
@ainegreymatters

Laura Walsh


