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Among the least known factors constraining athletic skill acquisition are contextual 
variables related to the nature of an athlete’s developmental environment. One fac-
tor that is consistently reported but only marginally understood is Relative Age. Re-
lative age effects refer to chronological age discrepancies between individuals 
within an annually age-grouped cohort. In sport, allocation of athletes into age-
groups is typically done using a pre-determined cutoff date; however, within this 
age-group cohort there is the potential for significant differences in cognitive and 
physical maturation. For instance, a sport that uses a cutoff date of September 1st 
results in children with a birthdate of September 2nd having nearly a year of extra 
maturation compared to teammates with a birthdate of August 31 (i.e., the day be-
fore the next cutoff date). Investigations have noted relative age effects in a range 
of sports including ice-hockey (Baker & Logan, 2007), baseball (Thompson, Barns-
ley, & Stebelsky, 1991), and tennis (Edgar & O’Donoghue, 2005) as well as across 
participation levels (e.g., from senior soccer, Dudink, 1994; Verhulst, 1992 to junior 
soccer, Glamser & Vincent, 2004; Helsen, Starkes & van Winckel, 1998).  These ef-
fects reveal a significant advantage for those born shortly after a sport’s cutoff date 
(i.e., the relatively older). 
Explanations for relative age effects in sport have been presented and the benefit 
of early maturation appears to be one feasible explanation. Those born shortly after 
a ‘cut-off’ date have been found to display advanced physical maturity compared to 
those born later in the year (Grondin & Trudeau, 1991). Maturational difference as a 
primary cause of relative age effects has been supported in several studies, with 
greater height, mass (to a degree), aerobic power, muscular strength, endurance and 
speed providing performance advantages (Malina, Bouchard, & Bar-Or, 2004). Prior 
to complete maturation during adolescence, one-year chronological age differences 
can be substantial, especially during stages of puberty (13-15 year of age in boys; 
12-14 in girls) where biological differences are heightened. In sports where body 
size, strength and power convey advantages, elite junior athletes have been shown 
to be above average in height and weight compared to age-matched normative data 
for the population (e.g. soccer – Garganta, Maia, Silva, & Natal, 1993). As a result, 
they are more likely to be identified as ‘outstanding’ or ‘gifted’ and selected by scouts 
and coaches for higher levels of competition. With this higher level of performance 
and competition, they are also more likely to gain access to a superior training envi-
ronment (i.e. greater coaching expertise and opportunities to practice). 
In addition to early maturational factors, amount of practice experience and psycho-
logical development may also contribute to relative age effects. Relatively older in-
dividuals, compared to their relatively younger peers, may have accumulated more 
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practice because they are chronologically older, culminating in higher levels of skill 
and proficiency at any given time. Psychologically, relative age differences may 
also be salient in establishing competency beliefs as a result of continuous interac-
tion with less-capable peers. Although the specific causal factors have not been 
identified, evidence continues to suggest that relative age effects are a consistent 
influence of athlete development. This presentation will provide an overview of rela-
tive age research being conducted in our lab and discuss areas where further in-
vestigation is required. 
 
 


