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 Performance climates occur when there is interpersonal competition, an 

emphasis on winning, and public recognition of demonstrated ability 

(Pensgaard & Roberts, 2002), which could be expected to occur in 

world-class competition.

 The competitive nature of sportspeople might mean that many aim to 

win all their races, regardless of the optimal long-term strategy.

 The aim of this study was to analyse qualification patterns in middle 

distance running and identify whether the theoretically optimal strategy 

is overridden by a will to win.

 The performances of 553 athletes were included (800 m: 120 men and 

117 women / 1500 m: 175 men and 141 women).

Introduction



 The progress of finalists was analysed in each event from 1999 to 2017 

through the qualification rounds for finishing position, time and ranking.

Methods

FINAL SEMI-FINAL HEAT

 Example: 2015 World Championships – 800 m Men



 40 of the 57 champions won both their heat and semi-final, but 

only 3 of these were highest-ranked in both.

Results

Heat and Semi Heat only Semi only Neither

Men’s 800 m

Champions 10 4 0 1

Women’s 800 m

Champions 13 2 0 0

Men’s 1500 m

Champions 12 0 1 2

Women’s 1500 m

Champions 5 0 4 3

 2/3 of champions ran slower than their season’s best time in the 

final.



 In the 800m, the eventual medallists improved in successive 

rounds whereas the other finalists did not.

Results
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 In the 1500m, the medallists and other Top 8 finishers were 

faster than those finishing in positions 9-12 in the final only.



 In each event, there was a correlation (τb) between finishing 

position in the final with finishing position in the heats (all p < 

0.001) and semi-finals (all p ≤ 0.002), but not with finishing times.

Results

Finishing Position Finishing Time

Heats Semi-final Heats Semi-final

Men’s 800 m 0.320 0.229 –0.030 0.138

Women’s 800 m 0.400 0.484 0.130 0.146

Men’s 1500 m 0.367 0.412 0.038 –0.038

Women’s 1500 m 0.344 0.444 –0.001 0.115



 The performance climate of global 

athletics championships led to a racing 

strategy of winning qualification races 

even though finishing 2nd (or sometimes 

3rd) was entirely sufficient.

 Ego orientated behaviours can be 

beneficial in this way as they help 

ensure qualification, breed confidence 

and intimidate opponents.

 An overemphasis on winning can lead 

to negative actions such as doping and 

deliberately impeding other athletes.

Discussion
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 The best athletes were able to adopt both a short-term strategy of 

winning each round and a long-term strategy of conserving 

energy for the final.

 Champions are racers, not pacers – most did not run their 

season’s best time during the championships; in the most 

extreme example, the 2016 Olympic 1500 m men’s champion ran 

the final more than 10 s slower than either his heat or semi-final.

 Athletes should practise championship-style racing where there 

are no pacemakers as in Grand Prix competition, and training for 

middle distance racing requires practice of different speeds and 

varied tactics.

Practical implications



https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02640414.2018.1472200

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/02640414.2018.1472200


Thank you for your attention!

Do you have any questions?
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