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A journey to sporting excellence is a journey 
through good environments

Kristoffer Henriksen
Psychology of Sport, Exellence and Health, University of Southern Denmark

Team Danmark
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Who am I?
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It works

Thriving is a result of 
healthy cultures

No one develops 
in a vacuum

Why focus on the 
sport environment

And it is much more sustainable
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– I think the sailing environment in 
Denmark is fantastic. I still learn a 
lot. I feel we are a team that helps 
each other  develop and perform. 

I am simply not ready to let go of 
that. 
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The holistic ecological approach 
Ecological
a focus on athletes’ environment that 
affects their development

Holistic
a view of the environment as a complex 
and dynamic whole that consists of 
multiple settings, levels, and domains

Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Henriksen et al., 2010; Henriksen & Stambulova, 2017 
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The holistic ecological approach 

The philosophy
Athlete development as a journey through 
environments that support their 
performance, mental health, and 
development as athletes and as people

The aim
To stimulate practitioners, and policymakers 
to focus on the environment and athlete well-
being in their efforts to support athlete 
development and performance.  

Henriksen & Stambulova, 2023
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Elite sport 
environment 

Talent development 
environment 

Youth sport 
environment 

A journey 
through 
environments

Dual Career 
environment 

Children’s  sport 
environment 

Transition 
environment 
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Elite sport 
environment 

Talent development 
environment 

Youth sport 
environment 

A journey 
through 
environments

Dual Career 
environment 

Children’s  sport 
environment 

Transition 
environment 

All of these environments  have different
 
• Missions & success criteria
• Ahtlete motivations & psychological tasks
• Components & processes
• Typologies
• Time perspectives

Define, delineate, describe 
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Agenda

Working models 

To structure data collection 
and presentation
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Related 
teams/clubs

School
Educational 

system
Sports 

federation

FuturePast

Youth cultu
re

Specific sport 

culture

Macro 
environment

Non-athletic 
domain

Athletic 
domain

National 
culture

General sp
orts 

culture

Club 
mates

ExpertsManagers

Senior
athletes

Coaches

Younger 
athletesMicro 

environment             

Present

Prospect
Athletes

Peers

Reference 
groups

Family

Media

Athletic Talent 
Development 
Environment 
(ATDE) working  
model

Henriksen, Stambulova & Roessler, 2010
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Macro- 
environment

Non-athletic 
domain

Athletic 
domain

Micro- 
environment             

Family
Group of 

prospective elite
athletes

School 
management

School 
coach 

School

Community of 
current and former 

elite athletes 

Club 
coaches

Mentors

Culture of 

kayaking
Norwegian culture

“Kayak Norway” 
club community

National 
team coaches

Elite sport
friends

Non sport
friends

Strand Club

Federation

Olympiatoppen
experts

ATDE empirical 
model 
Wang Kayak

Henriksen, Stambulova & Roessler, 2011
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Study 
programs

Educational 
system Sports 

system

FuturePast

Youth 

cultu
re

Sports 
culture

Macro 
environment

Study 
domain

Sports 
domain

National 
culture

Study
culture

Sports
peers

Teachers

Study
peers

Coaches/
experts

Family
Micro 

environment             

Present

Student-
athletes

Dual career 
support team

Local 
authority

The Dual Career 
Development (DCDE) 
working model

Teams, clubs 
& centers

Residence

Private life 
domain

Peers

Henriksen et al., 2019
Linnér et al., 2020
Storm et al., 2021
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Individual 
development & 

achievements

Team 
achievements

Artefacts

Espoused values

Basic assumptions

Organizational 
development & culture

(Schein 2004)

Financial 
Human
Material

Preconditions Process

Training
Competitions
Camp

Environment 
effectiveness

The Environment 
Success Factors (ESF) 
working model

Successful history of 
producing elite 
athletes 

Henriksen, Stambulova & Roessler, 2010
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Environment
effectiveness

Sports results 
School grades 
Recognition

Ressources
The sea
Infrastructure 
Learning 
environment

Autonomy  & 
responsibility

Strong work ethic
Social skills

Individual 
development

The system

•Large volume of 
interval-based training
•Frequent testing and 
competition 
•Basis training
•Diversification

Process

Open training 
community with 
proximal role 
models and  a 
clear hierarchy

•Sport is about 
winning
•Clear elite sport 
philosophy

•A versatile sport 
profile is a strength
•Discipline 
outmatches innate 
potential

•Never change a 
winning system
•Coordinated 
environment

The athletes

The goals

Barrieres
Finances

ESF empirical model 
Wang Kayak team

Henriksen, Stambulova & Roessler, 2011
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Philosophy of 
the Dual Career 

support team
Financial 
Human
Facilities

DC Preconditions
DC Processes

Activities
Coordination 
Support services
Networking &
mentorship

• Athletic &
• academic 

achievements
• Well-being
• DC satisfaction

The Dual Career 
Environment Success 
Factors (DC-ESF) 
working model

Student-athletes’ development 
as athletes, students and persons 

Student-athletes’ 
DC competencies

DCDE 
Effectiveness

Henriksen et al., 2019
Linnér et al., 2020
Storm et al., 2021
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Agenda

Examples

Shifting focus from the individual 
athlete to their environments
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Coach

Identify and 
select

Biological perspective

The best in the world are born 
with special gifts

Psychological perspective

The best in the world have had 
the best training

Ecological perspective

The best in the world are in the 
best environments 

Research

What do the best 
athletes look like? 

Coach

Design good 
training plans

Research

How did the best 
athletes train?

Coach

Create good 
environments

Research

What charcterizes the 
best environments?

Example 1 Talent development
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SDU. /. TEAM DANMARK

Successful ATDEs
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Successful ATDEs

19

Successful ATDEs
Outcomes
• Long-term athletic development
• Personal development
• wellbeing

Preconditions
• Skilled staff
• Role models
• Appropriate infrastructure

Henriksen & Stambulova, 2023; Hauser et al., 2023 

Structure
• Integrated efforts & collaboration
• Training groups
• Long-term focus

Organizational culture
• Openness & sharing
• Holistic view on athletes
• Psychological safety
• Empowerment climate
• Lived values 
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Successful ATDEs
Are aligned

Horizontal alignment
• Between arenas

Vertical alignment
• Between phases

Alignment in the macro environment
• Between organizations
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Example 2 Mental health
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The Team Denmark 
Applied Model of 

Mental Health
Henriksen, Diment & Kuettel, 2023
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Example 3 Transitions
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A dynamic and temporary system that 
bridges the two settings an athlete is 
transitioning from and to

From the individual athlete’s challenges and 
coping resources 

to 

Integrated supportive environments with 
shared philosophies and overlaps in cultural 
practices 

Transition environment 

Henriksen, Stambulova, Storm & Schinke, 2023
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Gen Z 
• Expect equal worth, 

autonomy, inclusivity and 
balance

• Meet hierarchy, control, 
deselection and a narrative 
that you must give your all

Environments of  tomorrow?
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My hope

Sport environments can teach athletes 

• To be ambitious without being too self critical
• To be focused on their goals without loosing 

touch with the present moment
• To loose a game without loosing their courage
• That joy and a good life is not a barrier to a good 

performance
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Thank 
you

khenriksen@health.sdu.dk https://twitter.com/KristofferHen
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