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Chapter 3 
Results 

 

3.1 Descriptive Analysis 

3.1.1 All Athletes 
 
The sporting background of all the athletes was examined to determine if triathletes tend to come from 

any one particular sporting background. Of the 306 valid male sprint times received, 239 provided 

information on their sporting backgrounds, the details of which are shown in Figure 3.1a. It is clear 

from the Figure 3.1a that while triathletes come to the sport from a wide variety of sporting 

backgrounds, the three sports of triathlon, swimming, cycling and running at 13.81%, 12.13% and 

15.48% respectively, followed closely by the sports of soccer and rugby at 11.71% and 8.79% are the 

most common for male sprint triathletes. Unarguably the latter two sports have some close ties to that 

of a running background and that any advantage revealed by a running parting background would 

have some correlation with running based field sports. In the female sprint distance data, of the 81 

valid times received, 12 did not complete the section on what their sporting background was prior to 

entering triathlon. Of the 69 that did, the vast majority came from either a swimming background 

31.8% or a running background 24.6%. It might be considered surprising that only one female 

participant came to the sport of triathlon from a cycling background until you consider the number of 

females participating in road cycling events. Just 12% of the active licence holders of USA cycling are 

women. There are 6454 women active in the USA cycling versus 44406 males, whereas the USA 

Swimming Demographics for 2007, shows 58.4% female membership at 146853. The results of the 

sporting background for all female sprint triathletes are shown in Figure 3.1b. Only four of the sixty 

nine (5.7%) came from no previous sporting background.  
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Figure 3.1a: Sporting Background of All Male Sprint Distance Triathletes 
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Figure 3.1b: Sporting Background of All Female Sprint Distance Triathletes 
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Figure 3.1c: Sporting Background of All Male Olympic Distance Triathletes 
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Figure 3.1d: Sporting Background of All Female Olympic Distance Triathletes 
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 In the male Olympic Distance data, forty one of the “Regular” athletes, along with five of the athletes 

who had been classed as “High Performing” from their best finishing times did not provide sporting 

background data. This left data for 242 athletes, ranging from the 16-19 age category to the 55-59 age 

category. Once again, swimming was the dominant sporting background for all triathletes and this is 

clear from figure 3.1c which shows over 17% of the athletes coming from a swimming background. 

The number of athletes coming from a running background comes in at over 17% when both the 

runners from a cross country and road running background are added to the track runners but in 

addition to that 13% of the athletes come from a soccer background which has a close relationship 

with running. 11% of the male Olympic distance athletes came from a cycling background. There was 

no sporting background given by five of the fifty eight women who participated in the Olympic 

distance triathlon survey. The remaining fifty three women came from a wide variety of sports with 

only two athletes professing not to have come from any previous sporting background. This is shown 

in Figure 3.1d. Swimming shows a clear dominance as the sporting background from which most of 

the Female Olympic Distance triathletes come from at over 28% with a strong representation from 

athletes with a running background at over 22%. With sixteen sports dividing the remaining 50% 

between then, it’s hardly surprising that the third highest ranked sport for Female Olympic Distance 

triathletes is just 9.4%. However, it is not cycling as might be expected for the background of a group 

of triathletes, it is in face field hockey with cycling coming a distance fourth at 5.7%. 

3.1.2 High Performance Athletes 
The Male sprint distance category had 23 athletes who met the “High Performance” criteria. 

Somewhat surprisingly there was a distinct lack of uniformity in age and nationality. The 23 males 

ranged from the 20-24 age category to the 50-54 age category and came from wide range of countries 

including Australia, Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Ireland, Mexico,  
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Figure 3.2a: Sporting Background of High Performance Male Sprint Distance Triathletes 
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Figure 3.2b: Sporting Background of High Performance Female Sprint Distance Triathletes 
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Figure 3.2c: Sporting Background of High Performance Male Olympic Distance Triathletes 
 

  

Figure 3.2b: Sporting Background of High Performance Female Sprint Distance Triathletes 
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New Zealand, Sweden, and United States. Of the 23 male sprint triathletes classed as “High 

Performers”, there is a clear dominant sporting background of swimming with 8 of the 23 athletes 

coming from a swimming background and a further three coming from surfing and water polo which 

would have strong links to swimming as may be seen in Figure 3.2a. Just four of the 23 came from a 

running background though an additional four came from soccer, field hockey and American football, 

all of which would have a considerable amount of running in their required training. Surprisingly, 

although cycling comprises the largest portion of a triathlon race in terms of both time and distance, 

not a single athlete from a cycling background featured among the high performers in the male sprint 

distance triathletes and furthers more no high performance athlete featured cycling as their secondary 

sport. Only three athletes listed it as their third or fourth background sport. Running however featured 

heavily as a secondary sport with nine athletes listing running (cross country and road) and track 

running as one of their secondary sports as well as the four athletes who listed it as their primary 

sport. Although common as a primary sporting background for high performance sprint distance 

males, water based sport as a secondary sport only featured among those who had already listed water 

based sport as their primary, for example, two of the swimmers listed water polo as their second sport. 

In similar fashion to the male sprint distance triathletes was no uniformity in either age or nationality 

in the high performing female sprint triathletes. The ages of the eleven high performing female sprint 

distance triathletes ranged from the youngest in the 16 to 19 age category to the oldest coming from 

the 35 to 39 age category. Both Belgium and the United States boasted three athletes each with 

Australia claiming two and the remaining three athletes coming from the United Kingdom, Ireland 

and New Zealand. The breakdown of the sporting background for the high performing female sprint 

distance athletes is shown in figure 3.2b. It is interesting to note that although it is a relatively small 

data size, almost two thirds of the high performing athletes come from a swimming background. Two 

came from a running background and one each from both rugby and field hockey, two sports that 

would be dominated by running requirements. In addition to this if the secondary sports of the high 
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performance athletes are examined, it may be seen that two of the high performance athletes, one from 

a field hockey background and one from running (cross country and road) background list swimming 

as their secondary sport. None of the swimmers list running as their secondary sport although one 

athlete does indicate that cycling is her secondary sport. This is the only indicator of a cycling 

background in the high performance sprint females. Nineteen athletes were in the “High Performance” 

male Olympic Distance category ranging from the 20-24 age category to the 50-54 age category. As 

with the previous categories, they are geographically dispersed with 8 athletes coming from the 

United States with the balance coming from 3 Belgians, 2 Australians, and one from each of New 

Zealand, Sweden, Mexico, Denmark, Ireland and Canada. The breakdown of sporting background for 

the high performing athletes is shown in Figure 3.2c. Only four of the fifty three women with 

complete data sets in the Female Olympic Distance triathletes were classified as being “High 

Performance” athletes. Therefore little significant statistical data can be drawn from this population 

but it will be included for comparison purposes. All four of the high performance women in the 

Olympic Distance came from different sporting backgrounds and although little additional data may 

be gathered from examining the secondary sport for these athletes they have been included in Figure 

3.2d.. Two of the high performing Olympic distance female triathletes came from the United States 

with the third hailing from the United Kingdom and the fourth from Australia. Their age categories 

ranged from 20-24 age category to the 30-34 age category with two residing in the 25-29 age category 

and their primary sporting backgrounds come from Swimming, Running, Rugby and Field Hockey. 

 

3.2 Statistical Analysis 

3.2.1 Comparison of “High Performance” versus “Regular” Finishing Times 

As previously mentioned in chapter 2, SPSS was used for the statistical analysis of the Male sprint 

data. It’s necessary to ensure that the high performance athletes have a finishing time that is 

statistically significantly different to their counterparts. When finishing time data was tested against 
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the grouping variable level (i.e. “High Performer” versus “Regular”), the data was found not to have a 

normal distribution in all four group. Therefore the non parametric test for independent groups was 

used which is the Mann Whitney U Test. The value of p<0.05 in all four cases demonstrates that there 

is a significant different between the two groups as would be expected. 

3.2.2 Comparison of Sporting Background Finishing Times 

The thirty two sporting categories proved too arduous to work with and consequently were broken 

down into the three sports of triathlon (swimming, cycling and running), “No Previous Sporting 

Background” and “Other” sports. The number of athletes in each category and the mean finishing time 

for each category is shown in Tables 3.1a to 3.1d. In the Female Sprint distance data, it may be seen 

from figure 3.1b, that there is just one athlete who comes from a cycling background. There can be no 

statistically significant results gained from a sample size of 1, therefore, cycling was be omitted from 

the statistical comparison tests and Kruskal Wallis test was used on the other four groups shown in 

table 3.1b.  

Table 3.1a: Sporting Background Breakdown for Male Sprint Distance Athletes 
Sport No. of Athletes Mean Finishing Time (mins)
Other 125 73.3
Cycling 29 74.8
No Previous Sporting Background 15 81.3
Running 37 70.4
Swimming 33 67.1  

 
 

Table 3.1b: Sporting Background Breakdown for Female Sprint Distance Athletes 
Sport No. of Athletes Mean Finishing Time (mins)
Other 24 81.6
No Previous Sporting Background 4 104.5
Running 18 86.5
Swimming 22 78.3  

 
Table 3.1c: Sporting Background Breakdown for Female Olympic Distance Athletes 

Sport No. of Athletes Mean Finishing Time (mins)
Other 21 168
Cycling 3 164.7
No Previous Sporting Background 2 195.5
Running 12 168.42
Swimming 15 171  
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Table 3.1d: Sporting Background Breakdown for Male Olympic Distance Athletes 
Sport No. of Athletes Mean Finishing Time (mins)
Other 21 145.5
Cycling 3 153.4
No Previous Sporting Background 2 157.5
Running 12 150.1
Swimming 15 140.32  

 

Using these five categories as the grouping variable against finishing times, the data was tested for 

normality and homogeneity of variance in all four sex and distance categories. In all four cases, the 

data proved to be non parametric and so the Kruskal-Wallis was used. The Kruskal-Wallis test found 

that a significant difference existed in both the Male and Female Sprint Distance Athletes but that in 

the Female Olympic Distance athletes the Kruskal-Wallis results of p=0.616 indicating that there was 

no significant difference between any of the groups. Although it may be seen from the male Olympic 

Distance data in table 3.1d that athletes from a swimming background have a faster mean finishing 

time than the other categories, the Kruskal Wallis p=0.055 which is greater than 0.05 and therefore 

there is no statistically significant difference between the groups. For the Male and Female Sprint 

data, Mann Whitney U tests determined where the significance difference lay or indeed, if there is a 

significant difference once the Bonferroni adjustment has been applied. Tables 3.2a and b show the 

results of the Mann Whitney U Tests. 

Table 3.2a: Sporting Background Comparison Tests for Male Sprint Distance Athletes 
Asymp. Sig.    
(2 Tailed)

Bonferroni Adjustment    
p =0.05/No. of tests (4) Result

Other Sports Cycling 0.433 0.0125 Not Significant

Other Sports
No Previous Sporting 
Background 0.038 0.0125 Not Significant

Other Sports
Running (Cross Country 
& Road) 0.139 0.0125 Not Significant

Other Sports Swimming 0.002 0.0125 Significant

Cycling
No Previous Sporting 
Background 0.11 0.0125 Not Significant

Cycling
Running (Cross Country 
& Road) 0.079 0.0125 Not Significant

Cycling Swimming 0.003 0.0125 Significant
No Previous Sporting 
Background

Running (Cross Country 
& Road) 0.013 0.0125 Not Significant

No Previous Sporting 
Background Swimming 0.004 0.0125 Significant
Running (Cross 
Country & Road) Swimming 0.194 0.0125 Not Significant

Mann Whitney U Test
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Table 3.2b: Sporting Background Comparison Tests for Female Sprint Distance Athletes 

Asymp. Sig.      
(2 Tailed)

Bonferroni Adjustment    
p =0.05/No. of tests (3) Result

Other Sports
No Previous Sporting 
Background 0.005 0.0167 Significant

Other Sports
Running (Cross Country 
& Road) 0.2 0.0167 Not Signif icant

Other Sports Swimming 0.4 0.0167 Not Signif icant

No Previous Sporting Background
Running (Cross Country 
& Road) 0.019 0.0167 Not Signif icant

No Previous Sporting Background Swimming 0.004 0.0167 Significant
Running (Cross Country & Road) Swimming 0.086 0.0167 Not Signif icant

Mann Whitney U Test

 
Swimming as a sporting background results in significantly different finishing times among males in 

sprint distance triathlons when compared with cyclists, other sports outside of the three triathlon 

sports and athletes who have come to triathlon from no previous sporting background. Referring to 

Table 3.1a, it may be seen that swimmers have significantly lower finishing times than their 

counterparts from other sporting background. There was no significant difference between athletes 

coming from a swimming background and those coming from a running background. The female 

sprint distance data results in table 3.2b show that there is a significant difference in the finishing 

times of the athletes coming from sporting backgrounds outside the three sports of triathlon and the 

athletes who came into the sport from no previous background. Referring to table 3.1b, the finishing 

times of the athletes from the other sports is significantly lower. A similar observation may be made 

between the athletes from a swimming background and those from no previous sporting background, 

the swimmers have significantly lower finishing times. 

3.2.3 Periodisation 
Periodisation came into play in the late 1940s when Soviet Sports scientists discovered that athletic 

performance was improved by varying the training stresses throughout the year rather than 

maintaining a constant training focus. (Friel, 1998)  Therefore periods of very high stress such as the 

racing season is followed with a period of low stress and recovery before the athlete begins low 

intensity, high endurance base training   Athletes were asked if they employed periodisation in their 

training. They were given the choice of “Yes”, “No” or “Don’t Know”. The results of the four groups 
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may be seen in figure 3.3a-d. In three of the groups, it was interesting to note that a far higher 

percentage of high performing athletes use periodisation than their “Regular” colleagues as may be 

seen in figure 3.3a-c. The one exception was the Female Olympic Distance data which had only four 

high performance athletes and therefore could not be judged as being representative. 

 
Figure 3.3a: Percentage of Male Sprint Distance Triathletes Employing Periodisation 
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Figure 3.3b: Percentage of Female Sprint Distance Triathletes Employing Periodisation 
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Figure 3.3c: Percentage of Male Olympic Distance Triathletes Employing Periodisation 
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Figure 3.3d: Percentage of Female Olympic Distance Triathletes Employing Periodisation 

There is a very high awareness of the concept of periodisation among the triathlon community with an 

average of just over 20% being unfamiliar with the concept. The data was analysed to determine if 

there was a significant difference between the finishing times of those who used periodisation in their 

training, those who did not and those who did not know what it was, resulting in three independent 

groups. There was no significant difference found between the three groups in the female Olympic 

Distance data. This may be as a result of the low number of high performing athletes within that 

subsection. In the male sprint distance data and both the male and female Olympic distance data, the 

data was found to be non-parametric and the Kruskal Wallis test was used. This indicated a significant 
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result in the case of both the male sprint and Olympic distance athletes. The results are seen in Tables 

3.3a and b. The results in Table 3.3 a and b show a significant difference in the finishing times 

between those who employ periodisation and those who either do no not or are not familiar with the 

concept for both the male sprint and Olympic distance data groups.  

 
Table 3.3a: Periodisation Comparison Tests for Male Sprint Distance Athletes 

Asymp. Sig.     
(2 Tailed)

Bonferroni Adjustment    
p =0.05/No. of tests (2) Result

Employ Periodisation No Periodisation 0.001 0.025 Significant

Employ Periodisation
Don’t Know what 
Periodisation is 0.001 0.025 Significant

No Periodisation
Don’t Know what 
Periodisation is 0.853 0.025 Not Significant

Mann Whitney U Test

 
Table 3.3b: Employment of Periodisation Statistics for Male Olympic Distance Athletes 

Asymp. Sig.     
(2 Tailed)

Bonferroni Adjustment    
p =0.05/No. of tests (2) Result

Employ Periodisation No Periodisation 0.001 0.025 Significant

Employ Periodisation
Don’t Know what 
Periodisation is 0.001 0.025 Significant

No Periodisation
Don’t Know what 
Periodisation is 0.388 0.025 Not Significant

Mann Whitney U Test

 
There is no significant difference between those who do not employ periodisation and those who do 

not know what periodisation is. Observing the mean finishing times in Table 3.4a and b it may be seen 

that those who use periodisation have significantly lower finishing times than those who do not.  

Table 3.4a: Employment of Periodisation Statistics for Male Sprint Distance Athletes 

Periodisation No. of Athletes

Mean 
Finishing 
Time (mins)

Employ Periodisation 124 69.2
No Periodisation 67 76
Don’t Know what 
Periodisation is 48 77  

 
Table 3.4b: Employment of Periodisation Statistics for Male Olympic Distance Athletes 

Periodisation
No. of 
Athletes

Mean Finishing 
Time (mins)

Employ Periodisation 131 140.4
No Periodisation 64 153.2
Don’t Know what 
Periodisation is 47 156.1  

 
 
 
 
 



 

37 
MSc. Exercise & Nutrition Dissertation  Orla Mooney 

      

MSc Exercise & Nutrition 
Dublin 

Table 3.4c: Employment of Periodisation Statistics for Female Sprint Distance Athletes 

Periodisation No. of Athletes

Mean 
Finishing 
Time (mins)

Employ Periodisation 41 79.8
Employ Periodisation 14 86.4
No Periodisation 14 89.4  

 
 
The data for the female sprint athletes was found to have a normal distribution and met the 

requirement for the homogeneity of variance. This allowed the use of the Simple (one-way) ANOVA. 

The p value is 0.03 which is less than 0.05 indicating that a significant difference does exist between 

the groups. The post hoc analysis is consulted to determine where the difference lies. The results may 

be seen in Table 3.5. There is a significant difference between Female Sprint Distance athletes who 

employ periodisation and those who are unfamiliar with it. However there was no significant 

difference between athletes who employ periodisation and those that are aware of it but do not use it 

in their own training program. To determine which direction the significance was, refer to table 3.4c. 

where it may be seen that the athletes who employed periodisation had significantly faster finishing 

times than those who were unfamiliar with the concept. 

Table 3.5: Periodisation Comparison Tests for Female Sprint Distance Athletes 
 

Multiple Comparisons

Dependent Variable: Finishing Time
Tukey HSD

-6.55436 3.84967 .212 -15.7847 2.6760
-9.58364* 3.84967 .040 -18.8140 -.3533
6.55436 3.84967 .212 -2.6760 15.7847

-3.02929 4.70055 .796 -14.2998 8.2412
9.58364* 3.84967 .040 .3533 18.8140
3.02929 4.70055 .796 -8.2412 14.2998

(J) Employ Periodisation
No
Don't know
Yes
Don't know
Yes
No

(I) Employ Periodisation
Yes

No

Don't know

Mean
Difference

(I-J) Std. Error Sig. Lower Bound Upper Bound
95% Confidence Interval

The mean difference is significant at the .05 level.*. 

 
 

3.2.3 Strength Work as a Performance Enhancer 
 
Athletes were asked if they included strength work in their training programs to see how the review 

conducted by Laursen et al (2005) related to triathletes. Athletes were not distinguished on what phase 
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they used strength work in if they employed periodisation, nor how much strength work they 

employed. They were divided into just two groups, those that used strength work in their program and 

those that did not.  It was necessary to use the non parametric Mann-Whitney U test for the male 

sprint and Olympic distance data as well as the Female Olympic distance data because the finishing 

time data was not normally distributed. In the male sprint distance data 30% of the males included 

strength training at some point in their program and p=0.001 indicating that there was a significant 

difference between the two groups, with those who include strength training in their program yielding 

a mean finishing time of 69 minutes while those who did not include strength training in their program 

had a mean finishing time of 74 minutes. However, the male Olympic data had a very even split in the 

male Olympic data between those who included strength training in their programs at 120 and those 

that did not at 122 and there was no significant difference between the two groups. Similarly thirty 

two of the fifty three female Olympic distance athletes engaged in strength training activity at some 

point during their training cycle but there was no significant difference between the two groups. The 

female sprint distance data was found to be normally distributed under the Shapiro Wilk requirement 

and it also met the homogeneity of variance requirement. So an independent t-test was used to 

determine if there was any difference between the finishing times of athletes using strength training 

and those who were not. P>0.05 indicating that there was no significant difference between the two 

groups.  

3.2.4 Training Hours and Finishing Times Tests 
Two tests were performed on weekly training hours. The first to determine if there is a difference 

between the High Performing Athlete’s training hours and the rest of the group and the other to 

determine if there is a correlation between training hours and finishing times. In all four cases the data 

was non-parametric and so the Mann-Whitney U test was used when comparing the weekly training 

hours of the “High Performance” athlete versus the “Regular” athlete and the Spearman’s rank 
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correlation coefficient test was used to determine the correlation. The classification of Cohen and 

Holliday (1996) was used to interpret the correlation results.  

A significant difference with p<0.05 was found between the “High Performance” group and the 

“Regular” group in all four data groups using the Mann Whitney U test. In the male sprint group, the 

mean weekly training hours for the high performing group was 14.9 hours versus 9.7 for the other 

athletes. These figures were very similar to those of the female sprint distance triathletes at 14.8 hours 

for the high performing group and 9.7 once again for the “Regular” athletes. The training hours for the 

high performance athletes were even higher in the female Olympic distance group with mean training 

hours of 17.8 hours versus 10.7 for the other athletes but once again the small sample size of the high 

performance group of just four athletes should be noted. There was a drop in the training hours in the 

male Olympic distance group with the weekly training hours of the high performance athletes being 

just 13.8 hours but this was still significantly higher than their “Regular” counterparts at 10.1 hours.  

The same unanimity was not evident in the correlation results. There was a modest negative 

correlation between the number of hours spend training and finishing times in both the female and 

male sprint distances as well as the male Olympic distance data with r values of  -0.449, -0.526 and -

0.484 respectively. There was no significant correlation found in the female Olympic distance data.  

 

3.2.5 Sporting Background – Hours, Age and Years 
 
The final group of tests in this section relate to the number of hours an athlete spent training in their 

primary background sport at its peak, the age at which they started that sport and lastly, the number of 

years spend in the sport. The purpose of the first set of tests was to see if there was a difference 

between the peak hours the high performance athletes spent at their primary background sport versus 

regular athletes, whether the age they started that sport differed and finally if the years they were 

involved in the sport were significantly different to their counterparts. Once again the data proved to 

be unsuitable for parametric testing and so the Mann-Whitney U test was used.  The results for the 



 

40 
MSc. Exercise & Nutrition Dissertation  Orla Mooney 

      

MSc Exercise & Nutrition 
Dublin 

four groups can be seen in Tables 3.6 a-d. There was a significant difference between the age at which 

the High Performance Male Sprint Athlete started their primary background sport at mean age of 10.6 

years of age and the regular athletes who commenced their sport at a mean age of 13.7 years of age. 

 
Table 3.6a: Comparison tests on Sporting Background Particulars between High Performance and 

Regular Athletes for Male Sprint Distance Athletes 
 

High Performance Regular Athlete
Normal 
Distribution Test

Asymp. 
Sig.      (2 
Tailed) Result

Sporting Background Hours Sporting Background Hours No Mann Whitney U Test 0.055 Not Significant
Age started primary sport Age started primary sport No Mann Whitney U Test 0.05 Significant
Years involved in Primary Sport Years involved in Primary Sport No Mann Whitney U Test 0.803 Not Significant  

 
 

Table 3.6b: Comparison tests on Sporting Background Particulars between High Performance and 
Regular Athletes for Female Sprint Distance Athletes 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Table 3.6c: Comparison tests on Sporting Background Particulars between High Performance and 
Regular Athletes for Female Olympic Distance Athletes 

 

High Performance Regular Athlete
Normal 
Distribution Test

Asymp. 
Sig.      (2 
Tailed) Result

Sporting Background Hours Sporting Background Hours No Mann Whitney U Test 0.367 Not Significant
Age started primary sport Age started primary sport No Mann Whitney U Test 0.349 Not Significant
Years involved in Primary Sport Years involved in Primary Sport No Mann Whitney U Test 0.349 Not Significant  

 
Table 3.6d: Comparison tests on Sporting Background Particulars between High Performance and 

Regular Athletes for Male Olympic Distance Athletes 
 

High Performance Regular Athlete
Normal 
Distribution Test

Asymp. 
Sig.      (2 
Tailed) Result

Sporting Background Hours Sporting Background Hours No Mann Whitney U Test 0.061 Not Signif icant
Age started primary sport Age started primary sport No Mann Whitney U Test 0.15 Not Signif icant
Years involved in Primary Sport Years involved in Primary Sport No Mann Whitney U Test 0.81 Not Signif icant  

 
The same significant relationship existed for the female sprint distance athletes. The high performance 

group started their background sport at a mean age of 8.9 years of age and the regular athletes who 

commenced their sport at a mean age of 14.7 years of age. The female sprint distance data group was 

High Performance Regular Athlete
Normal 
Distribution Test

Asymp. 
Sig.      (2 
Tailed) Result

Sporting Background Hours Sporting Background Hours No Mann Whitney U Test 0.016 Significant
Age started primary sport Age started primary sport No Mann Whitney U Test 0.02 Significant
Years involved in Primary Sport Years involved in Primary Sport No Mann Whitney U Test 0.17 Not Significant
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unique in that there was also significant difference between the number of hours high performance 

female sprint athletes spent on their primary background sport at 12.4 hours per week at the peak of 

their sport and the other female sprint distance athletes who spent 8.5 hours per week at their peak. 

Unlike their Sprint distance counterparts, there was no significant relationship found between the high 

performing and regular athletes in the either the female or the male Olympic distance data. 

 
The same variables, i.e. the number of hours spend at the peak of their sporting career in their primary 

background sport, the age at which they took up that sport and the number of years spend in that sport 

were correlated against finishing times to determine if there is a relationship between them. The 

results are shown in Table 3.7a-d. 

 
Table 3.7a: Male Sprint Data Correlation tests on Sporting Background Particulars versus 

Finishing Times 

Variable 1 Variable 2
Normal 
Distribution Test r  Value Result

Sporting Background Hours Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation -0.175 Very Low Correlation
Age started primary sport Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation 0.145 Very Low Correlation
Years involved in Primary Sport Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation 0.054 Very Low Correlation  
 

Table 3.7b: Female Sprint Data Correlation tests on Sporting Background Particulars versus 
Finishing Times 

Variable 1 Variable 2
Normal 
Distribution Test r  Value Result

Sporting Background Hours Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation -0.347 Low Correlation
Age started primary sport Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation 0.249 Low Correlation
Years involved in Primary Sport Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation -0.071 Very Low Correlation  
 

Table 3.7c: Male Olympic Data Correlation tests on Sporting Background Particulars versus 
Finishing Times 

Variable 1 Variable 2
Normal 
Distribution Test r  Value Result

Sporting Background Hours Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation -0.144 Very Low Correlation
Age started primary sport Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation 0.214 Low Correlation
Years involved in Primary Sport Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation -0.054 Very Low Correlation  

 
Table 3.7d: Female Olympic Data Correlation tests on Sporting Background Particulars versus 

Finishing Times 

Variable 1 Variable 2
Normal 
Distribution Test r  Value Result

Sporting Background Hours Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation -0.209 Low Correlation
Age started primary sport Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation 0.127 Very Low Correlation
Years involved in Primary Sport Finishing Times No Spearmans Correlation -0.282 Low Correlation  
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The highest level of correlation achieved in any of these tests can be described as a “Low Correlation 

(Cohen & Halliday (1996)). Therefore it may be concluded that there would not appear to be a 

significant relationship between triathlon finishing times and the number of hours an athlete spent 

training in their primary background sport at their peak, the age at which they started that sport and 

finally, the number of years spend in the sport. 

 

3.3 Triathlete Perception 
It would appear from figure 3.4a, that athletes, who come from “Other” sporting backgrounds, find it 

easier to develop cycling or running as their greatest strength rather than swimming. When the athletes 

were asked which of the three disciplines they considered as their greatest strength, swimming did not 

increase appreciably above the numbers who had indicated they came from a swimming background.   

This is borne out further by figure 3.4b which shows that the 43% of athletes consider swimming to be 

their greatest weakness.  

 
Figure 3.4a: Survey Participants Perception of their Greatest Strength in Triathlon 
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Figure 3.4b: Survey Participants Perception of their Greatest Weakness in Triathlon 

 
Male Sprint Athletes had the largest proportion of athletes coming from a cycling background at just 

over 12%. Yet 30% of athletes believe cycling to be their greatest strength as may be seen in figure 

3.4a.Cycling also has the smallest portion at 23% who believe cycling to be their greatest weakness 

although it undoubtedly makes up the largest portion of the race in both time and distance. This may 

be because cycling is a skill that is by and large learnt as a child although it may not have been 

pursued until entering triathlon. This agrees with Ericsson et al’s (1993) early learning theory.   
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Figure 3.5: Survey Participants Perception of the Sport that Gives the Best Advantage 

 
The survey asked athletes which of the three sports they believed offered athletes entering triathlon 

the greatest advantage. Just 8% of the athletes believed that there was no advantage to be had through 

one particular sport. It is interesting to note, that while the largest portion of athletes believe 

swimming to be their weakness, 57% of the athletes who believed a particular sport gave a triathlete 

an advantage, believed that swimming was that sport as may be seen in figure 3.5. Although no data 

grouping found that athletes from a running background had significantly higher finishing times than 

athletes coming from a swimming background, it would appear that a triathlete’s perception does not 

concur as only 14.9% of athletes believed that coming from a running background offered an athlete 

coming into the sport an advantage versus 57.3% in swimming. The reasons behind why an athlete 

assumed a particular sport offered an advantage differed depending on the sport as may be seen in 

figures 3.6a.b.c 
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Figure 3.6a: Survey Participants Perception Why Swimming Gives the Best Advantage 
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Figure 3.6b: Survey Participants Perception Why Cycling Gives the Best Advantage 
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Figure 3.7b: Survey Participants Perception Why Running Gives the Best Advantage 

 
The overwhelming perception on swimming at 83%, suggests that participants view it as the most 

technically difficult of the three sports to master. The athletes that favour cycling as being the most 

advantageous background primarily split the reason for this between the fact that cycling comprises 

the longest portion of any triathlon at 43% and their belief that the sport provides the best endurance 

base at 43%. However this is eclipsed by running where 56% of the athletes that favour running to be 

the most beneficial background believe it to be the sport that provides the best endurance base. In 

addition 17% consider running to be the most difficult sport to make fitness gains in while 11% deem 

running to be the sport which  best equips athletes to pick up the other two sports.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




