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A. SYNTHESIS

The Internet today, considered by many to be the symbol of IT and communications technologies, allows the public to benefit from a vast range of information and interactive services.  Sport is a very promising sector for Internet.  The Internet services related to sports and the practice of sport are developing more and more each day.  It is for this reason that is appears very interesting to examine the effects that the Internet has on the lives of athletes today, whether they be amateurs or professionals.  The object of this study is to demonstrate how the Internet improves the distribution of sports information (I), helps improve performances (II), and above all, facilitates the practice of sport (III).

The Internet facilitates the access to information by allowing Internet users to know everything about a sport by performing a simple search with one of the many available search engines.  Reciprocally, it also facilitates the distribution of information.  Thus both athletes and clubs are able to promote themselves to make themselves known.

An athlete can now improve his performance thanks to the many different training services available on the Internet.  Coaches can find advice whilst the athlete can even practice a sport on-line.  In this case, a professional coach demonstrates the necessary movements by video images which he sends over the Internet.  The athlete does not even have to leave his home to do this.  Furthermore, an athlete can follow on-line courses to help him progress within his sport, or to even convert to a different career.

The Internet can influence the health of an athlete in a number of ways.  For example, it facilitates the transmission of anti-doping information and thus informs the athlete of the risks involved, but at the same time it also serves as one of the best methods of distributing these drugs.  The Internet also gives athletes access to a lot of practical advice about the risks involved in their sport, but above all, about the treatments which he can follow in the case of injury.  The athlete is thus less dependant on his doctor as he has a better understanding of his injury himself.  Moreover, there are a number of websites devoted to the nutritional equilibrium of athletes which advise him on his daily diet and how he should modify it during times of competition.

Finally, the Internet also facilitates the practice of sport.  One way in which it does this is by allowing the sale of sports goods on-line.  However, if it appears at present that on-line sales have not achieved the success which was predicted for them, in the future this means of distribution will only expand, due to the rapid development of technologies in this field and the ever increasing number of Internet users.  Moreover, the Internet can save a significant amount of time for an athlete.  He can now enter future sports events and receive confirmation within a few seconds.  Furthermore, it is also possible for him to obtain his license on-line.

B. DOCUMENT 

INTRODUCTION

New information and communications technologies play an integral role in our society today in both an economics and political context.  They have revolutionised the fields of radio and television, computing and telecommunications, and because of this, some observers now refer to the world in which we live as a “society of information”.

The Internet, which is often considered to be the symbol of these new technologies, only began to appear in firms and the public domain in 1993 with the birth of the Word Wide Web.  However, in just ten years, it appears that these technologies have affected the transmission of information in such a way that some writers compare these effects to those which took place during the industrial revolution.  The public can now enjoy a whole range of information and interactive services at a price which continually falls.

Accordingly, the proportion of European households with Internet access has increased from 18% in December 2000 to 38% in December 2001.  This proportion has even reached levels above 50% in Scandinavian countries, which is comparable to the levels reached in both the United States and Canada (source: ART). In France however, where the Internet has not known as much success as in many other European countries, the number of Internet users has been growing at rate of between 3 and 4% each month since March 2001, which is the highest growth rate in Europe (source: ART).  Today in France, 16.4 million people use the Internet regularly and 9.5% have a high-speed connection (source: Mediametrie, February 2002).  Furthermore, in June 2002, 22% of households had Internet access.  In schools, the development of the Internet has been even greater and today in France 50% of ‘écoles’, 91% of ‘collèges’ and 100% of lycées are on-line (source: Ministère de la jeunesse, de l’Education Nationale et de la Recherche).

Whilst certain sectors of the economy like tourism already enjoy the benefits of the sudden development of the Internet, other sectors like sport do not yet, though they remain very promising.

Sport is an extremely popular pastime for the French serving as both a means to keep healthy and as a way to enjoy time with friends and family.  According to an enquiry published in March 2001 by ‘le ministère de la jeunesse et des sports’, around 5.5 million French people aged between 15 and 75 take part in sports competitions as a member of a club or association.  Moreover, 66% of French people under the age of 15 years practice one or more sports either regularly or occasionally.  Firms producing goods which relate to sports and other hobbies naturally benefit from this passion for sports and thus this sector of the economy has grown rapidly with the number of sports shops doubling in less than 25 years.

As a direct consequence of this passion for sport, Internet services linked to different sports and the practice of sport are developing very quickly.

It is therefore very interesting to consider the effects that the Internet now has on the lives of athletes whether they be an amateur or a professional.

To analyse these effects it is useful to divide them into three categories.  This paper will thus consider how the Internet improves the distribution of sports information (I), helps improve performances (II), and above all, facilitates the practice of sport (III).

I.  How the Internet improves the distribution of sports information

A.  Access to information: how to know everything about a sport

It is extremely easy to use the Internet to find out information about a sport.  All you have to do is type in a few keywords in a search engine (e.g. www.google.fr, www.altavista.fr) and it will supply you with a list of websites containing information about the sport.

For example, by typing in the keyword ‘football’, the surfer will obtain a list of websites containing information on the sport itself as well as up-to-date news, practical information for players and clubs, health advice, interviews with professionals, summaries of radio and television emissions and even the possibility to by tickets for matches.

B.  The distribution of information: how to make yourself known

Whether it is done individually (for an amateur athlete) or collectively (for a club), getting yourself known can be very important in a sport.

Some websites such as www.zeclub.com allow you to create a sports website for yourself or for your team free of charge.  These websites even assist you in the creation of your site where you can include all the types of important information: news, results, records of achievement, team members, history, photo albums, forms, forums, etc.  Thus it is possible to promote yourself or your team through a personally adapted website.

II.
How the Internet can help improve performances

C. Learning

2. Training

a) Training Advice

On the Internet the athlete and his trainer are able to find many websites about methods of training.

Thus, for example, the website of the association ACE (Association Canadienne des Entraîneurs), www.coach.ca, gives general advice to all coaches as well as advice relating to specific sports such as Hockey, Baseball and Football.  Those interested can even enrich the site by submitting or exchanging their own advice.


b) On-line training

Today, even interactive on-line sport has become a reality.  It is thus possible to follow lessons at home which are given by a professional who can explain all the necessary movements using video images sent via the Internet.

For example, the site www.clickandrun.org offers a training program for those athletes who practice running.

In particular, the site www.fitness-live.com allows surfers to follow keep-fit lessons given by a qualified instructor without having to leave their home.  Just as in a real class, the lesson begins by a warm up.  The technique is very simple; all you have to do is follow the movements of the instructor who appears on your screen.  After the warm up, you then choose the exercises that you wish to carry out according to the part of your body that you wish to work (abdominal muscles, legs, arms, etc.).

The main difficulty with these ‘virtual lessons’ relates to the motivation of both the student and the instructor which is paramount to the success of this service.  Each week the instructor must upload a new series of exercises on the website.  Furthermore, the instructor must ensure that his exercises involve precise and slow movements which he must explain clearly so that the student can follow from his screen.

2.  E-learning

E-learning simply means learning on-line.  In fact, it is a variant of learning at home, which involves the use of a computer and an Internet connection.

a) The possibility to convert to another career

It is now even possible for sports professionals to convert to another career on sites such as www.flamexpert.com.

The firm Québécoise EducExpert offers those professional football and hockey players who do not reach the top leagues in their sport the possibility to become firemen by following an on-line course.

b) The possibility to advance your career
It is also possible, for example, to train yourself in Thai Boxing by following courses proposed by the site www.santenet.tv.  On this site there are different courses available from those for beginners right up to those for advanced students.

D. The Body

1.  Health

a) Doping

Modern day doping is often considered to have begun with the death of the English cyclist Tom Simpson on the 13th July 1967 on Mount Ventoux who had taken a massive dose of amphetamines.  Then in 1988, Ben Johnson was disqualified from the Olympic Games in Séoul after having set a new 100 metres world record of 9.79 seconds.  Even more recently, during the 1998 Tour de France the case of the masseur of the team Festina, Willy Voet, who was taken in for questioning by the police, was largely reported in the Press.  However, all of these famous cases only illustrate the problem of doping among professionals, whereas in reality it concerns amateurs just as much.

In this respect, the Internet plays a doubly important role.  On one hand it allows the distribution of information which highlights the risks of doping, but on the other hand it is the best means of distributing these types of products that exists today.

According to an enquiry lead by the European Commission in May 2002 which took place in Belgium, Germany, Italy and Portugal, 6% of amateurs who train in fitness clubs admit to regularly using products to improve their performance.  However, these are clearly not the only sports amateurs affected by these products, given that there is a wide variety of these drugs on the market, that they are simple to administer and that they are readily available.

The Olympic Committee is the body charged with establishing the list of substances and methods that are banned due to the fact that they give an illicit advantage to the athlete.

All of this information is available on the Internet on websites which aim to help fight against doping and to highlight the dangers of this practice.  We can thus note the following examples:  www.cpld.fr, www.dopage.com, www.santesport.gouv.fr, www.swissolympic.ch/f/publikationen, www.cvotresante.fr …

Furthermore, the Internet illustrates the differences that exist in the legislations that concern doping.  For example, a drug that is considered illegal in France, is not necessarily illegal in the United States.  In this type of case, the internet allows an athlete to order a drug to which he does not usually have access in his own country.

Thus, a harmonisation of existing legislations is required to help control the circulation of these drugs.  The world anti-doping agency (www.wada-ama.org) which aims to promote and co-ordinate the fight against all types of doping has without doubt an essential role to play here.

b) Treatment
The amateur athlete risks many types of injuries.  It is now possible for him to deal with many common types of injury himself by using the internet to obtain advice on how to avoid an injury (the importance of warming up, stretching, etc…), how to treat an injury and even how to start training again after an injury.

Thus for example, the sites www.e-sante.fr and www.eureka-sport.com explain the most common types of injuries (sprains, blisters, fractures, pulled muscles, tendinitis, etc…) and how to treat them (rest, ice, strappings, anti inflammatories, etc…).

In particular, the excellent site www.jogger.cool.free.fr reminds us that “We will all experience an injury one day” and which aims to offer us some practical solutions.

This site even warns us of the treatments that we should not apply too frequently as they risk making the injury worse.  For example, the site quotes Dr Meyer of the Centre of Badmington who warns us that a pulled muscle should never be massaged as this risks causing a haematoma. Moreover, the site www.cesam-nature.com explains the emergency treatment to carry out on the playing field whilst waiting for the emergency services (cold compress, elevation, etc…).

The amateur athlete can from now on inform himself on the risks involved in the practice of his sport and also on how to treat himself in the case of injury.  He is less dependant on his doctor, but also better informed, which means that he can ask his practitioner more pertinent questions.

2.  Diets

According to the conclusions of the International Conference on “Nutrition and Sport” which was held in Lausanne in 1991, “an athletes diet influences his performance”.  A well balanced diet in both terms of quality and quantity, before, during and after training sessions and competitions optimises the athlete’s performance.

Many websites are dedicated to the nutritional equilibrium of amateur athletes.

a) The Daily Diet

The idea is that the training period corresponds to a daily diet spread out over a large part of the year.

In addition to those sites quoted above which concern an athlete’s health, some others appeared particularly interesting to us.

The site http://cri-cirs-wnts.univ-lyon1.fr/Polycopies/Nutrition2/Nutrition-12.html details the different nutritional requirements of an athlete, in terms of water, minerals, and vitamins as well as the situations that are likely to lead to deficiencies.

Another particularly interesting site is www.doctissimo.fr that proposes a “true or false” questionnaire about the nutrition of athletes.  For example, we learn that sport increases a person’s need for magnesium.

Moreover, many commercial sites such as Danone, Décathlon and gerblé offer nutritional advice.

b)  A diet specifically for competitions

The idea here is that an athlete must adapt his diet specially when he takes part in a competition, both before, during and after the event in order to perform at his best.

On the site www.perso.wanadoo.fr/gilles.follereau, Dr Jean-Jacques Menuet, a sports nutritionist, presents a dietary regime specifically designed for athletes taking part in combined sports events (such as decathlons, biathlons, etc.) in order to allow them to optimise their performance.  For example, on this site the athlete learns that he should avoid milk on the actual day of the event, as it is not easily digestible and should instead substitute it with yoghurt.

The site www.eurostopdopage.org/ devotes an article to the athlete’s nutrition during a competition that indicates, for example, that “the key aim of the athlete during this period is to increase or preserve his levels of carbohydrates is his muscles and liver”.  This site also gives the main sources of carbohydrates in occidental regions (e.g. bread, rice, pasta, etc.)

III.      When the Internet facilitates the practice of sport

A.  On-line Sales

Over the last decade, the French market for sports goods has grown significantly.  In fact, the expenditure on sports goods by French households increased by about 2.5% in value in 2002.  Furthermore, the turnover of specialised retailers grew by around 6% during the same year.  This sector therefore appears to be extremely attractive for the firms who produce these types of goods, and thus they have an interest to add the Internet to their existing circuits of distribution if this enables them to obtain a competitive advantage over their rivals.

The expenditure is this sector can be divided up in the following way:
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The pie-chart shows us that 73% of this expenditure (35% + 38%) was made by sportsmen and women in relation to their sport, whereas the remaining 27% which represents the expenditure on clothes and footwear was made by sportsmen and women as well as by the general public who consider them to be fashion items.

On-line sales is a new circuit of distribution which today only represents a small proportion of sales of sports goods.

According to INSEE, in 2000 sales of sports goods would have only represented about 4% of all sales on-line, or in other words, 152.45 million euros.  Of all expenditure by French households on sports goods, the proportion spent on the Internet is only around 5%.

It is instructive to group the websites in this sector according to the types of goods that they sell:

· Sports clothes and trainers used by both sportsmen and the general public: for example, this is the case of the two large mail-order firms (www.laredoute.fr and www.les3suisses.fr) which sell on-line those sports clothes and trainers considered to be fashion items.

· Equipment for a number of sports: for example, this is the case of Décathlon and GoSport who supply goods for the most practised sport where the demand is high.  Thus, for example, equipment for football, golf, swimming, running, tennis, rugby, etc.

· Specialised equipment for a particular sport: for example, this is the case of the two sites www.martialartsuperstore.com and www.playwell.co.uk which concentrate on martial arts products.

Despite the rapid development of the Internet, on-line sales have not enjoyed the success that was expected.

One of the main difficulties for websites who offer on-line sales concerns the need to reassure their clients by offering them a method of secure payment.  However, this is more a problem that concerns the risk as perceived by the consumer who systematically overestimates the risk of on-line transactions.

There are in fact already a number of different methods of encryption which ensure that on-line transactions are secure.  Amongst these, SSL is the most widespread method: this technology allows a client using Microsoft Internet Explorer to see the image of a padlock at the bottom of his screen which informs him that any information which he sends is encrypted and thus secure.  In reality, French law considers each case to do with on-line sales by referring to the law concerning mail-orders.  Thus in a case of litigation where the seller fails to prove his case, the bank must reimburse the client and then pursue the seller in court.  The only condition is that the complaint is made within ninety days of the payment.  The consumer is thus better protected when he buys on-line than when he makes a more standard payment by ‘carte bleue’.

Another difficulty which goes some way to explain the slow development of on-line sales is the uncertainty of firms in relation to the period of time that it will take them to make a return on their investment.  The introduction of a service of on-line sales requires important investments in terms of both new technologies and a partial restructuring of the organisation of the firm in as much as on-line sales require the firm to make logistical changes: delivery delays, the management of stock, an adapted after-sales service…

Furthermore, there are a number of legal problems that need to be taken into consideration, concerning, for example, the respect of contract clauses in relation to the delivery and the after-sales service.  It is therefore possible to understand why many firms hesitate before introducing this circuit of distribution.

However, the firm which decides to use the Internet as a means of distribution can enjoy a number of advantages, as indicated by a study carried out by INSEE (Retailers first steps on the Internet, April 2002).  The firms interviewed cited a number of advantages, notably the possibility to increase the number of their clients as well as the possibility to expand geographically.  These firms also believed that the Internet allowed them to improve the quality of their service.

To conclude, it appears that this means of distribution will become increasingly important thanks to the constant development of the technologies in this domain and due to the increasing number of Internet users.  Furthermore, these Internet users are becoming increasingly more adept at using the Internet thanks to the development of IT in education and the support of the state.  Thus consumers should begin to have a more realistic perception of the risk related to on-line transactions which should in turn make this means of distribution even more attractive.

B.  An important gain of time

1.  When entering sports events                          
The traditional way of entering for sports events is notably slow and tedious.

It is the responsibility of the sports federations to keep their clubs informed of the different competitions that are going to take place throughout the season.  The clubs must then relay this information to their license holders, who must then, once their decision is made, confirm their enrolment with the club.  It is then up to the club to transfer the necessary documents to the federation concerned.

The complexity of this process can lead to delays, which can even result in the application missing the deadline and thus in the athlete being unable to take part in the event.

It is now possible for the Internet to reduce many of these delays and can even eliminate them entirely.

Thus, the site www.toptonic.com allows amateur athletes to enter future sports competitions on-line and to obtain confirmation within a few seconds.

All the athlete has to do is enter his details and then the website relays all the necessary information to the clubs and federations concerned.

The site www.toptonic.com also facilitates the work of event organisers by allowing them to distribute information about the event 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, to inform the participants of their results, to promote their activities at a low cost, and finally, to gain time by lightening the load of their administration.  One of the objectives of this site is to be the ‘on-line relay’ used by the organisers of sports events.

Out of the total number of enrolments on-line, the share which takes place on-line is growing constantly, due to the simplicity of this method.  Thus, in the United States, 75% of enrolments for running events take place via the Internet.  At the same time, in France, 20% of enrolments take place on-line for major sports competitions.

2.  An interesting solution: obtaining licenses on-line
Even if it differs slightly across the different sports federations, the process that the amateur athlete has to go through in order to obtain his license is generally complicated, tedious and inefficient.

The most common process in France is the following:













However, this process can be greatly simplified.

In fact, this is exactly what the site www.toptonic.com proposes, thus integrating the Internet and its numerous advantages (speed, reliability, etc…) into this process.

The proposed solution, which consists of giving a direct access to licences for sports clubs is the following:






The solution proposed by the site www.toptonic.com simplifies the different stages of this process for each of the three actors involved.  i.e. the athlete, the club and the sports federation.

Thus all that the club has to do is enter the information on the Internet.

The federation then validates the license and sends it to the athlete.  Thus all that the athlete has to do is to supply his details to his club and then wait (which will be much less time) to receive his license.

This solution appears particularly beneficial to the federation in that the site www.toptonic.com proposes to manage the databases in relation to the athletes, whether this be done explicitly on the site TopTonic, or implicitly on the site of the federation.

Presently, the federation sends the license by post, but this would be done electronically.  This evolution would even further reduce the wait before a license is obtained and would thus better satisfy those athletes who need it quickly.

CONCLUSION

Whether it concerns the transmission of information, the improvement of performances or the way in which it facilitates the practice of sport, the Internet has many influences on sport.  The time gained is just one of the many advantages of the Internet.  However, there are also a certain number of other fields which appear particularly promising for the world of sport.

Telecommunications are a good example of this.  Although GSM technologies only allow us to send text messages at present (SMS), from 2003 third generation technologies should allow the high-speed transmission of data and thus permit us to send video images too.  Furthermore, SMS voting which has become extremely popular following the first emission of Loft Story and more recently Star Academy could very easily be extended to sports events as well (for example, to determine the ‘man of the match’).  The possibilities of development in telecommunications in the world of sport (games, votes, GPS, warnings…) appear to be endless.

Another good example concerns interactive television.  If the existing technologies in this field can be slightly improved, they will allow a number of additional services to be offered to amateur athletes, as for example, to receive competition results.
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