
Home advantage 
at the Olympics
The summer of 2012 will be remembered 
for Team GB’s success at the Olympic 
Games. Matt Jarvis investigates the 
advantage of competing on home turf

M any factors played a part in the success of 
Team GB at the London Olympic Games 
2012 — not least talent, hard work and well-

organised preparation. However, it may also be that 
hosting the Games gave us an advantage.

Certainly a number of athletes attributed their 
success in part to being on home turf. Speaking after 
the Paralympic closing ceremony, Ellie Simmonds, 
winner of four medals, said:

‘ It was great to celebrate and be part of the Closing 
Ceremony last night; it was unbelievable. It is amazing 
the support they gave us during the Olympic and 
Paralympic Games. To celebrate with the public here, 
the ones who helped us have the home advantage. ’Paralympic cyclist David Weir went further. He 

and his team planned strategies to maximise Weir’s 
home advantage. He was smuggled out of the Olympic 
village so that he could train in Richmond Park, near 
his home. Weir reported that the ‘feeling of familiarity 
relieved the pressure’. See the Telegraph article by 
Weir at:

www.tinyurl.com/8fb7yuh 

Paralympian David Weir and his team planned 
to maximise his home advantage

The home advantage effect
The home advantage effect (HAE) is a well-documented 
phenomenon. In the World Cup, no national football 
team (except Brazil) has won the competition when it 
has been hosted outside their own continent. In the 
English Premier League, a home team is 30–40% more 
likely to score when playing at home.
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Weblinks to follow up
Table tennis player Matthew Syed talks about the 
HAE on Radio 4:
www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b01ks3vh

Two research papers from the last decade on HAE 
can be downloaded as pdfs:
www.tinyurl.com/btgj6xk
www.tinyurl.com/c7h6n9r

Activities
1 Carry out a Google news search for the home 

advantage effect. What do you notice about 
the sports and the circumstances in which HAE 
is reported?

2 Look at the following article: http://www.

berkshirepublishing.com/blog/?p=2733. This 
includes sociological, psychological and 
physiological explanations of the HAE. Which 
do you find most credible and why?
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We don’t know why this should be, but a clue may 
lie in the fact that home advantage increases with 
audience size. In an archival study (which means that 
previously recorded information is analysed) Nevill 
and Cann (1998) examined the size of crowds in home-
win games in English and Scottish football leagues 
from 1985 to 1996. Home advantage was greatest when 
the crowds were large and least when the crowds were 
small.

Is playing at home always an 
advantage?
The HAE is well known. However it appears that 
under some circumstances HAE is reduced and can 
even be reversed. There is also such a thing as a home 
disadvantage effect (HDE). The HDE is associated with 
particularly high pressure; under these circumstances 
the presence of a large audience can work against a 
team.

In an analysis of ice hockey scores in home and 
away games (Wright et al. 1995), support was found for 
the HDE. In low-pressure matches, teams performed 
better at home. However, in high-pressure matches 
they played better away. A dramatic example of home 
disadvantage effect in British football was observed 
in the 2001–2002 season. Against all common-sense 
predictions, Sheffield Wednesday won considerably 
more games away than at home.

One explanation for the HDE is that when teams 
have been playing badly, or when defeat has particularly 

serious consequences, teams start to lose confidence 
in their abilities. When this happens they start to see 
the audience as critically judging them. On the other 
hand, in low-pressure situations the fans can afford to 
be more supportive, so teams don’t feel harshly judged.

An alternative view is that a large audience can 
serve to shift athletes’ attention inward so that, instead 
of focusing on the game they focus their attention 
on their own behaviour. This means that moves that 
would normally be practised automatically become 
conscious and are therefore carried out less efficiently.
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