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SECTION ONE

1.1 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The Sports Council of Northern Ireland (SCNI) accepted a tender from the University of Ulster to undertake a review of the provision of sports science for high performance sport in Northern Ireland.  The objectives set for the review placed an emphasis upon evaluation of the sports Science structures supporting sport in Northern Ireland, recording the views of sports persons on the quality of existing services in Northern Ireland and the identification of weaknesses that should be addressed by SCNI. 

The review was carried out through March 2004 and the report presented to the Sports Council Northern Ireland on 31 March 2004.  The review team interviewed 50 individuals representing the views of governing bodies, athletes, sport science service providers and administrators.  The interview results formed the basis of the report.

The findings of the review are significant as they represent a cohesive set of viewpoints held by the respondents in the interviews.  The major findings may be summarised as:

i. The present structures of sports science delivery are unsatisfactory

ii. There are too few accredited sports scientists

iii. The sports scientists in Northern Ireland are people of excellent quality but numbers are too small, particularly in sport psychology, nutrition and strength and conditioning 

iv. Coach education in sport science is essential and presently lacking

v. The provision of sport science in Northern Ireland should draw upon best practice, particularly in the United Kingdom, but must develop a system that is particular to Northern Ireland.

vi. The service needs greater integration and cohesion

vii. There is a arrange of perceptions on what constitutes sports science

viii. Sports desired sports science specific to their sport’s needs

ix. The provision of sports science should extend below the high performance / elite level for sports persons

The report concludes by proposing a set of conclusions and recommendations for the provision of sports sciences in Northern Ireland.  Central to these is the need for the Sports Council for Northern Ireland to initiate a working party to draw upon this review and set a vision, draw up goals, develop a structure for delivery and appoint an appropriate person to assume responsibility for a delivery framework that meets the needs of Northern Ireland sport as outlined in this report.

1.2
INTRODUCTION
The Strategy for the Development of Sport in Northern Ireland identifies ‘Striving for

Excellence’, as one of three strategic aims.  The Sports Council for Northern Ireland works towards this through three stated objectives: 

1) To establish an organisation focused on the development of excellence (through the Sports Institute for Northern Ireland);

2) To identify talented performers and offer them the support they need, and

3) To raise the standard of coaching for high-level performers.

A range of sports science services are currently provided in Northern Ireland including psychology, nutrition, strength and conditioning, physiology, performance analysis and biomechanics (We define sport science as a discipline that encompasses all of the above areas).  Such provision has enabled athletes to meet the demands of performance sport.  The challenge now, as outlined by Sports Council Northern Ireland, is to integrate these services into a high quality holistic athlete support programme and to establish strong links amongst the various Sport Science Service Providers.

With the establishment of the Sports Institute for Northern Ireland (SINI) and the UK Sports Institute network, much is being learnt, through experience and evaluation, about the provision of sports science services in the UK and Ireland.  As many athletes in Northern Ireland are preparing for the 2006 Commonwealth Games in Melbourne, a review of the current provision of Sports Science Services in Northern Ireland is timely.

1.3
BACKGROUND TO THE REPORT
The increased focus upon sports science and its support of athletes at the high performance or elite level, over the past three decades, has generated critical consideration of the efficacy of sports science, the roles of sports scientists, provision of sports science support, and structures and processes for administering the provision of sports science services.  Concomitant with such developments have been questions of service provider quality, access to services, budget demands and the development of processes to maximise services.  Underpinning all of these is the need for vision, goals, structure, service implementation and evaluation.

The Sports Council Northern Ireland, cognisant of the need to initially review the provision of sports science in Northern Ireland, accepted a tender from the University of Ulster to carry out such a review.

The research project team brought an integration of relevant skills and experience to the review  (See Appendix 1).  The contemporary world of sport draws upon skills and expertise in sports science, services provision, high performance sport, coaching and the context of major events or competitions in which the elite athlete competes.  The members of the research team have such backgrounds in national research for major sports governing bodies and research for a major international sports event.

The terms of reference for the research and an agreed timeframe resulted in this research report.

The research team, with assistance from officers of the Sports Council Northern Ireland, listed major providers of sports science in Northern Ireland and persons involved with sports sciences as administrators, athletes or consultants.  Interviews were carried out of such key persons (See Appendix 2) and the results formed the basis of the present report.

1.4
OBJECTIVES OF THE REVIEW

This review has six main objectives as outlined by the Sports Council Northern Ireland. These are; 

1.
To record the number and qualifications of sport science service providers in Northern Ireland.

2.
To record the number and extent of sport science services provided to governing bodies and athletes funded through the Sports Council’s funding programmes.

3.
To evaluate the structures supporting sport science services in 

Northern Ireland.   

4.
To record the views of governing bodies, athletes and providers regarding the quality of Sport Science Services in Northern Ireland.

5.
To compare and contrast the current provision of Sport Science Services in Northern Ireland with international best practice.

6.
To identify ways in which any identified gaps or weaknesses in the provision of Sport Science Services can be addressed and offer appropriate solutions.

Overall, the review had the major objective of determining the perceived effectiveness of sports science services in Northern Ireland and identifying ways in which such services can be developed in the interests of Northern Ireland sport.

Conclusions

The responses of participants’ interviews for this review are relatively clear in their groupings.  They provide the strengths of common perception and the basis for the following conclusions and recommendations. 

The report has the following conclusions:

1. That there is a concern about sports science in Northern Ireland held presently by all sectors in Northern Ireland sport.

2. That a small group of able practitioners deliver sports science at present but they are too few in number – spreading services too thinly. Northern Ireland particularly needs more sports psychologists, sports bio mechanists, sports nutritionists and strength and conditioning practitioners.

3. That a thorough and fully structured plan is needed for future development of sports science provision in Northern Ireland.

4. Communication and education about sports science is variable and not well regarded.

5. That best practice and the structure and processes of sports science delivery in other parts of the United Kingdom, and overseas, is in advance of that which occurs in Northern Ireland.

6. Priorities for improvement in the provision of sport science are needed.

7. There is a clear concern that coaches need education in sports science and about its provision.

Recommendations

1. That a vision for the provision of sports science in Northern Ireland be established by a small working party.

2. That, from the vision, goals are developed for the provision of sports science, these goals would address: sport science in Northern Ireland; high performance sport; delivery; an integrated structure of the components of sports science; sports science provision; accreditation of personnel; communication and education; sport science for levels below the elite; staffing and processes of delivery. 

3. A Sports Science Co-ordinator be appointed by SCNI to develop a detailed plan for sports science, based upon the goals set in 2 above, and within an allocated budget and clearly delineated resources.  The Sports Science Co-ordinator would then assume responsibility for implementing such a programme.

4. That processes are set in place to communicate with governing bodies of sport about sports sciences with a newsletter and website.

5. That the education of coaches in sports science is addressed and maintained, perhaps through the delivery of workshops. 

6. That the plan for sports science provision also considers: satellite centres/services; best practice from other regions or countries; increasing the number of providers; and, developing bursaries/scholarships/internships.

7. That procedures be set in place to develop sports scientists and to enhance opportunities for the study and practice of Sports Science.  Integral to this is the development of practitioner experience in the sports scientists in balance with academic and professional training. 

8. That a web-based sports science registry be set up at SCNI.

9. That sports science equipment is reviewed – to include access, quality, availability and comparability. 
10. All relevant organisations and agencies need to make more money available for the prioritisation of sports science support in NI. 

11. That the provision of sport science in Northern Ireland be reviewed in 2009.

