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What Does it Take to Be an Olympic Champion?

Rising to the top takes a lot of practice but also certain
mental characteristics that you can adopt
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reach the Olympic podium. Training and talent have a lot to

do with who makes it there, but when all of the top athletes
have talent and have trained hard, what differentiates them?
. In 2002, a group of researchers decided to look into this
very thing, investigating Olympians who'd won a total of 32
medals between them. After interviewing the athletes, having
them take numerous assessment tests, and talking with their
coaches and their families, they published a paper in the Jour-
nal of Applied Sport Psychology that found these super perform-
ers shared certain psychological characteristics. They uncov-
ered ones you'd expect: confidence, the ability to cope with
anxiety, mental toughness/resiliency, sport intelligence, the

T here are countless great swimmers, but only a few ever
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ability to focus, competitivenesé, a strong work ethic, the abil-
ity to set and achieve goals, and coachability.

But the characteristics that were less expected were hope,
optimism, and something the study called “adaptive perfec-
tionism:” Since then, they’ve seen their research hold true,
noting these characteristics being displayed again and again
in winning athletes.

It makes sense. These qualities help you weather every-
thing that happens in a swim career (or in a practice, a week,
a year, or a lifetime). “There are very few elite athletes who
have a stellar career that’s always on the upward trajectory.
Ups and downs are normal,” says study co-author Kristen
Dieffenbach, director of the Center for Applied Coaching and
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