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Introduction
The Olympics are one of the few events that 
bring most countries together for 
competition.  It brings a lot of pride to the 
countries that are able to send the athletes to 
compete in the summer and winter games.  
Only the greatest competitors in the world 
are able to make it.  However, are there 
some common  factors behind the countries 
that send numerous amounts of athletes and 
come home with the medals?  There are 
many different factors that play into the 
success of a country in the economic 
standpoint, but does economics play a part 
in the countries’ athletes?  There are certain 
characteristics of different countries that 
may play a part in the quantity and quality of 
athletes these countries send to the 
Olympics.

Methods
The first step taken was finding world 
maps online.  The main purpose of these 
maps would be for comparisons to find 
common factors between countries taking 
home medals and the characteristics of 
their countries.  The main categories of 
focus were total population of each 
country, population density, and GDP per 
capita.  Look at the numbers and maps to 
determine if there is a noticeable reason 
why some countries have more success 
than others in these competitions.

Results
Finding the information was not much of a 
problem.  However, some of the data could 
not be converted over into the form 
needed.  Some things were not found with 
shape file but only in attribute tables.  Here 
are some of the resulting maps used for the 
study.

Conclusions
Throughout this entire study, there was the 
opinion that maybe there is something one can 
look at in order to see what countries will end 
up performing well in the Olympics.  There was 
not a major individual thing that stood out, but 
what was seen by this study was a bit 
interesting.

•Total population was not a major factor in 
determining strong performances in the 
Olympics.  It did help in the total number of 
athletes sent, but not in the medaling total.
•Population density played almost no role in 
the success in the Olympics.  Russia and 
Australia both finished in the top 5 with 
population density at 8 and 3 people per square 
kilometer, respectively.  Then you have 
countries like the UK and Germany with 
population densities over 230 people per square 
kilometer.  (Finished 4th and 6th, respectively)
•GDP per capita had the biggest relevance in 
terms of finding a similarity.  87 total countries 
ended up with at least one medal.  62 of these 
countries are in the top 40% of all countries in 
GDP.  All of the top 25 countries in medal 
counts were in the top half in GDP per capita.

This study definitely has some flaws.  One item 
that came up during the project is performance 
of different countries based on summer and 
winter games.  Kenya will most likely not win 
14 medals in the winter Olympics.  Conversely, 
Sweden will not often finish in the top 10 in the 
summer games.
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Table 1. The table that was put together in order to try 
and create these maps and used for comparisons.  List of 
every country that received a medal in the 2008 Olympic 
games in Beijing, in order  of total medals received.  Also, 
data with total number of participants from each country, 
total population, population density, and GDP per capita 
(PPP).

Fig. 1.  Color gradient map based on total 
population.  Had difficulty finding more up to date 
data.  

2007 GDP per capita (PPP)

Fig. 2. Color gradient map of Gross Domestic 
Product at purchasing power parity per capita, or 
GDP (PPP) per capita for short.  

Fig. 3. Map of the countries based on total 
number of medals won in the 2008 Olympics.  
Was not able to get those figures put into a 
shapefile in order to map.  Map courtesy of New 
York Times.


