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[Introduction, by Jimmy Tierney]

Welcome everybody.  Those that are 
standing, if you want to kind of move on up 
and take a seat.  My name is Jimmy Tierney; 
I am one of the ASCA board members.  I 
am very, very pleased to be here to present 
our next speaker.  I think one of the things 
that I know impresses me, and I am sure it 
does the same with you, is when you see 
coaches that have coached at different 
levels — from club, age group, college 
maybe even different parts of the country 
— and everywhere they go there seems to 
be success, whether it follows them or they 
bring it with them to the new place.  Such is 
our guest here today that has always had 
great success wherever she has been. 

Obviously she is most well-known for some of 
the long-distance-type stuff in Open Water, 
but as you will figure out/see here, some 

of these athletes have also been fantastic 
pool swimmers, NCAA champions and 
record holders as well.  She has been one 
of our greatest leaders in Open Water for 
the last number of years, been the head 
coach for World Championships teams, 
coached Olympians.  This past year, of 
course, as many of you know, she had a 
gold medalist up there in Haley Anderson.  
She has just done a wonderful job.  And 
again, fortunately for us, USA Swimming, 
in Open Water, she has been lending 
her time and energies into making us all 
better.  So very happy to present to you 
guys Catherine Vogt.

[Vogt begins]

Hi, everyone, welcome.  You know, Jimmy 
is right, I did not really think about it: about 
ten years ago I was coaching a club team in 

Mississippi, right across the state line here 
in Meridian, Mississippi.  And so anyway it 
is great to be back in the South; I do not 
miss the humidity one bit now that I am in 
California.  But anyway, I am here today to 
talk about Open Water.  Bryce Elser from 
USA Swimming asked me to talk Open 
Water; and so I thought, well that is great: 
I can talk about Open Water for hours.  But 
my topic today is Haley Anderson and Ous 
Mellouli and their path to London.  

So I am really thankful to be here.  I have 
a lot of people to thank.  I for sure would 
not be here if it were not for coaches along 
the way.  My background actually in Open 
Water... somebody asked me today, they 
said, Did you ever do any Open Water?  
And I am like, “No, couple of triathlons here 
and there.”  But no.  In 2005 I was actually 
coaching a club team in eastern North 
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Carolina, the Carteret Currents; and I got to 
work with a great athlete in Chip Peterson.  

That summer of 2005, Montréal for the World 
Championships; it was about the same time 
where people were thinking like you cannot 
do pool and open water.  So a lot of coaches 
maybe were not sending their kids to go 
do a World Championships event because 
they were afraid it was going to affect their 
performance in the pool.  And so he qualified 
for Worlds; and it was my first staff and I 
was so excited and nervous.  I was really 
fortunate to be part of a great staff; I learned 
a lot from Rick Walker and Denny Ryther, 
Sid Cassidy and Paul Asmuth.  And I just 
asked a lot of questions, and I observed a 
lot.  And at that World Championships, Chip 
was actually the silver medalist in the 5K 
and then he was the world champion in the 
10K.  And two weeks later, we went back 
to Irvine for Nationals and he won the mile 
in the pool.  So that was kind of fun for us.  
And it definitely... I was so passionate about 
Open Water coming back from that.  And 
really, that is kind of where I got my start. 

And from there, I was lucky to be able to 
work at my alma mater in Chapel Hill [the 
University of North Carolina].  And Coach 
Frank Comfort hired me; and Rich DeSelm, 
I got to work with him.  And right now I am 
an assistant at the University of Southern 
California [USC]; and I work with Dave Salo, 
and most recently our volunteer assistant, 
Jon Urbachek.  So it is really fun to have Jon 
on deck with us.  And thanks to Dave and 
Trojan Swim Club, I have been fortunate to 
get to know some of Trojan Swim Club and 
work with some really great athletes.  So I 
feel lucky about that.  

Today I will tell you a little bit, I do not have 
all the answers.  I do not know... I am going 
to share some stories and show you some 
pictures about kind of... from 2005 and 
through 2013.  But really focus on 2012 as 
far as Ous and Haley and their development, 
their backgrounds primarily being in the pool; 
and then kind of transitioning into being able 
to be pretty-good Open Water swimmers with 
not a lot of open water training.  And hopefully 
maybe you have an idea about Open Water, 

or you just at least generate conversation 
about it, and I think that is great for the sport 
and that is what we need.  

One of the things I love about Open Water is 
that it is a really tight-knit community, and it 
is a family.  And when you are on a National 
Team, you have about 4-8 athletes; and so 
as a coach you really get to know the kids.  
You get to know them as individuals, you 
get to know their skill set, what they enjoy.  
And I think as my role as a National Team 
coach, when I am there, is to figure out how 
the athlete is going to process information.  
And so, how can I best relate to them?  I 
know a lot of the talks here have been 
about relationships with kids, and I do feel 
like that is really important.  And especially 
in Open Water: you do spend a lot of time 
with your athletes. 

And so, you know, people will get out of 
an Open Water race... and a 5K is about 
an hour, a 10K is about two hours and a 
25K is like six hours, so there is a lot of 
time for coaches to do some talking.  But 
there is a lot of stories that kids leave those 
races with.  And even the finish, the last 10 
meters, lots of different things can happen; 
and it can involve five different people and 
they all have a different story.  And so that 
is one of the things I do love about it.  

I do not have like a chart for yardage or a 
guideline/cycles, anything like that.  Dave 
and I have really worked pretty well together, 
I feel, as far as making sure that we are 
on the same page.  I guess the main thing 
that I have learned is that... I have gotten to 
work with three world champion: Chip being 
a 16-year-old male, Haley was 21, and then 
Ous is 28.  And so I had to learn how to adapt 
to their needs and the style that they needed, 
because they are not all the same.  And I do 
not think that you can just throw these kids 
in there and tell them all to do one thing, one 
way.  Because like I said Open Water is really 
diverse, and it is a challenging sport.

Maybe you do not know who Haley Anderson 
is, so I wanted to highlight some of her 
accomplishments.  She won, most notably, 
or she was the 10K silver medalist [at the 

2012 Olympics], and this summer she was 
a 5K world champion in Barcelona.  She has 
been really successful on the college stage.  
And I put some of her times up there just so 
you can see: she did not come into college 
as a 4:34 500 freestyler — I think she was 
about 4:40 — and her mile might have been 
16:30.  And so she was able to progress over 
four years, win the NCAA championship in 
the mile, the 500 freestyle.  And I do not 
feel like we sacrificed anything in the pool 
to be able to be successful in open water.  
The funny thing about Haley is she is the 
kind of a person... she is a middle child, so 
she definitely has middle-child syndrome.  
Like she always feels like she has the raw 
end of the deal; like she is mad if I do not 
have her times.  She will say I want to mix-
up my events at the next dual meets; and 
so Dave and I will put her in like 200 fly, 
400 IM, and then the day of the meet she 
is like well why am I am not in the mile and 
in the 400 freestyle relay.  It is like: okay 
Haley.  It is good because I feel like that her 
characteristics are... it is good; I think it helps 
her in Open Water.

I do not think she came to USC necessarily 
for Open Water or anything; I think she just 
wanted to help us build the program.  And I 
highlight 2010, because that was her year of 
4th.  And kind of her interest in Open Water, 
she was invited to a National Team Open 
Water select camp with USA Swimming.  It 
is a great camp; Rick Walker runs it.  And if 
you have a chance to go with your club kids 
or as a coach, you will learn a lot.  And I think 
it is just a great start to get into Open Water.  
So she did the camp, and that was her 
first... it culminated in a 10K, and that was 
actually the trials for the [Open Water] World 
Championships that summer in Canada.  So 
she places 4th, and that qualified her for 
the 25K.  She was like Do I really want to 
go swim 25K?  But we talked a lot about it, 
and she wanted to have the opportunity to 
represent the U.S. at a World Championship 
and so she goes.  She goes 25K, just under 
six hours, gets 4th place.  

Comes back; she had qualified for Pan Pacs 
in the pool.  Swam the 800 Freestyle; she was 

Coaching Open Water Swimmers
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4th place there.  I forgot to mention she was 
4th at NCAAs in the mile that year in March.  
And then she goes to do the 10K for Open 
Water at Pan Pacs, and that was in Long 
Beach.  And it was only her second 10K ever.  
So she gets out of the water, and it is kind of 
crazy: you do not really know what place you 
finished, it is always a really-tight finish.  And 
so she comes out and she says, “What place 
did I get?”  I was like, It’s great: your second 
10K and you got 4th.  And then she like bust 
into tears.  I was like oh-kay — like my worst 
moment in coaching ever, I absolutely said 
the wrong thing.  But I think that it drove her to 
want to be successful in 2011.  

And then a lot of you guys knows Ous 
Mellouli; he is one of the most-decorated 
distant swimmers of all time.  Another USC 
graduate — like ten years ago.  He was 
the first to ever medal back-to-back... well 
actually the first-ever medalist in the pool and 
open water [at the Olympics].  So in London, 
he won the bronze medal in the mile, gold 
medal on the 10K.  He is somebody that is 
really versatile: he can train IM, backstroke, 
butterfly; anything you throw at him he is 
going to do it.  He has been based in L.A., but 
I think one thing that is kept him in this sport 
for a long time is the ability to go do a training 
camp with Coach Rose in Mission Viejo for 
three weeks, or go to Colorado Springs.  In 
2012, he joined the Danish team for a little bit.  

And because... I guess part of the reason I 
was able to go with him to London, we knew 
Dave was going to be the coach for the U.S. 
team, and so that kind of opened the door.  
Ous had been talking about doing Open 
Water, so it kind of made sense for me to go 
with him.  So at that point, we kind of had to 
get a plan going for what he was going to do.  

And one thing I think is really important 
when dealing with athletes, that either you 
are talking them to the next level or just an 
introduction to Open Water is to just know 
you are athlete.  And the more information 
that you have, I think the more you can help 
them be successful.  I really would highlight 
like building-upon the past.  For both Haley 
and Ous, they were relative newcomers to 
Open Water; so I had to make sure I did 
not throw a lot of things at them.  I tried to 
keep... kind of filter through what information 
they had.  And again like maybe their 
interest in Open Water is a little bit different.  
Ous wants to win a gold medal.  And then 
because Haley had some opportunity, she 

wants to win a gold medal too.  

Communication is huge, especially in Open 
Water.  So many things can happen, so 
many things can change, and I think trusting 
in the coach and trusting your athlete.  A lot 
of these races, kids are making a decision 
in the middle of the race, and they have to 
make a decision in a split second.  You are 
not giving them hand signals or telling them 
what to do; you have really got to coach them 
to understand to trust themselves to make the 
right decision.  And that can determine the 
finish of a race sometimes.  

It is a balancing act.  In regards to Ous, who 
is balancing the pool thing.  He is 28, so he 
has injuries that he is dealing with.  And trying 
to make sure that we communicate with his 
trainers and what we can do and what we 
cannot do.  And for Haley, she had NCAAs 
in March, our U.S. trials were in April, the 
Portugal qualifying race was in June; so there 
is just a lot of different things going on.  She 
does not want to miss too much school, her 
social life, all those things.  So I felt like I 
needed to continue to remind myself that they 
are balancing a lot of other things and it is not 
just: they walk into the pool and, yes, I have 
them for two hours.  There are a lot of other 
things that can be going on.  

And then my point about goals here is: it had 
to be their goals.  Just because I wanted them 
to do well, that does not mean anything; it has 
to come from them.  And since they both are 
pool swimmers, I try to break it down into a 
three-step process.  Working backwards, you 
know the ultimate goal is London.  But before 
that, they both had to qualify in Portugal.  
And before that Haley, obviously, had to get 
through U.S. trials first, and Ous, I just felt like 
he needed to have a race before Portugal.  
And I knew Cancun was a great stop on the 
World Cup circuit.  He had never done a 10K 
before and so: it is a tropical location, it is 
warm weather, he is from North Africa — just 
not throw him into London, cold water.  So 
that is kind of why we picked Cancun; and it 
worked-out because U.S. trials and Cancun 
were about exactly the same time.  

So I have got a couple of pictures here.  
This was... (it does not look as pretty here 
on screen as it does on my computer).  So 
this is a start of the Cancun race.  And, 
you know, when you go to an open water 
event, it is a little different than a pool; so 
it is not like just showing up and you have 
a timeline and you have an assigned heat 

and lane.  You are putting on wrist bands, 
you are getting numbers, all sorts of 
things; and I just wanted him to experience 
something... that he needed to know what 
it was like.  There is a timeline.  

Basically everything I told him to do, he did not 
do in that first race.  He lead for 9 kilometers 
of the race, and everybody just passed him 
the last K.  And I was kind of waiting to see his 
reaction, because I am like if he really hates 
this, then this is not going to be fun.  But he 
had a huge smile when he got out and all the 
other guys were like telling him what he did 
wrong and what he did right and so all sorts 
of things like that.  So it was good; you know, 
I felt like he had finally decided that he was 
going to buy in to Open Water and really feel 
as passionate about as I was.  

And then, so right from there, we went to 
Florida with Haley.  And Haley is a lot better 
when it is like really low-key; she does not... 
I cannot stress her with details or numbers or 
lots of little things.  So we kept it pretty relaxed.  
Rented a convertible, so she thought that 
was kind of fun.  We knew what the race was 
going to be like: there were about six women 
that we thought were going to be a pretty-
tight pack; and again, we talked about three 
different scenarios.  Ashley Twichell ended-up 
winning the race.  But that was a place where 
second was just as good as first; so it did not 
really matter.  It was like she was a second 
American, she got her spot to go to Portugal, 
and then we look forward from there.  

I do not know if everybody knows how you 
actually get the selection criteria for London.  
It is a little bit different; it is not like of a pool 
scenario.  So the 2011 World Championships, 
so it is a year prior, they picked the top-10 
men and the top-10 women.  And the only 
way you can get two people qualified for the 
Olympics from your federation is if you do it 
here at the World Championships; and the 
only people that did that, I think, or the other 
federations, were Germany and Russia on 
the men’s side.  Alex Meyer finished 4th, 
so he already qualified for the Olympics at 
Worlds; and we did not have any women 
in the top-10, so that was why we did send 
some people to Portugal [Portugal was the 
secondary Olympic qualifier].  

And the host country always gets one... 
so you are working backwards from a field 
of 25, so it is a relatively small group that 
comprise the Olympic qualifying swim.  
And that is just another thing too, is with 
Cancun and Portugal there were going to be 

Coaching Open Water  (Continued From the Cover)
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60 people in the race, and then you go to 
London and there is only 25.  So I felt like 
that played pretty-well into Ous hands.  

So this is just kind of comparing their strategies 
and what we did going into Portugal.  So Ous 
only had to be 9th; he just had to be top-9, that 
was it.  So I felt pretty confident that he had 
learned enough from Cancun that he would 
be able to successful here.  

With Haley it was a little different, because 
Team USA is in a real-hard situation when you 
are there.  You have two Americans, and they 
are vying for one spot.  They travel together, 
they do everything together: eat meals, train 
together, and then the second the gun goes 
off, there is one spot.  So Haley loves The 
Hunger Games; so we kind of broke it down 
into that strategy of like: Look, I do not want 
you to focused-on beating somebody else, 
but the only way you are going to qualify for 
London is if you win the race in Portugal.  
So we did not want her focused-on beating 
anybody, but just win the race and then it will 
be fine.  And she ended up... she did win.  

So I was credential with Tunisia, so we 
had different pool training times than the 
U.S. team.  And Tim Murphy and Paul 
[Asmuth] and Bryce Elser did an awesome 
job preparing the Americans through 2012, 
so I give them a lot of credit.  But I walk 
in one day, and you know as a coach like 
you sometimes time other people just to 
see where they are at.  So Haley was doing 
some 50s fast; and I walked in and I was 
getting her times, she was like 32, 32.  I 
was like okay.  And then Ashley was on the 
other side of the pool, and I timed her and 
she is like 30-point, 30-point, 30-point.  I 
was like ooh.  I did not tell Haley that.

But again I felt like I needed to really build 
her confidence.  And just kind of reminded 
her that she had done a race in Argentina 
and Brazil.  In January they put-on two 
races back-to-back.  You know, this is where 
communication came in; is like Dave, Haley 
really needs to go to this race in Argentina; I 
think it’s important.  It was right after the Cal/
Stanford dual meet, and she just took off went 
on to Brazil for a week.  And it was great: she 
got 3rd, there were lot of currents there.  So I 
think that helped kind of build her confidence.  
And it was cold water; so knowing that, we 
had her to take some ice baths, every once in 
a while, leading up to London.  

With Ous it was kind of a little bit different; 

like he did not want to go get on the course 
every single day.  Haley, I could tell, yes; 
you need to make sure you get on there 
and practice some turns and make sure 
you practice the finish.  And like... I am 
dealing with a 28-year-old male, it is 
like: he has been to three Olympics; I 
am just going to get what I can get.  So 
I was like: we are not going to do a lot of 
course training; but you need to watch the 
women’s race and warm-up before your 
race in a brief, so that it will feel really cold.  
And then when he put on his whole-body 
suit and dove-in for the race, I thought he 
will be fine then.  So that is kind of what I 
mean by adapting to each swimmer, just 
like based-on what I knew about them and 
what I thought was going to be important.  
And then I just... like lanolin was really 
important, just slather Ous up with that, 
and Haley too, and they will be fine.  

And this is just a picture of the race... part of 
the race course.  And there was actually an 
air show going-on during the race, so I almost 
missed one of the feeds because these big 
airplanes were going over — so it was pretty 
cool.  And then that is just a picture of the 
feeding dock.  And, you know, we all had 
these feeding sticks and flags, and you put 
the flag on the end of the feeding stick.  

The one thing I always tell the athlete — 
whoever I am working with — is as you are 
working out to your race, to the start, make 
sure you make visual eye-contact; try to look 
for me.  Because a lot of times these guys 
do not... you do not see them for probably 
an hour before the race starts.  They have 
the coaches taken out to the feeding dock 
ahead of time; so you are out there.  If you 
are on a radio, that is great, you are getting 
information back to your swimmers; but with 
Tunisia we did not have that — so that was 
a little bit different.  The other thing: his mom 
travels everywhere with him and she only 
speaks Arabic and French; so that was like 
a little language barrier.  But I did learn a 
couple of words in Arabic.  

So coming out of Portugal, they both won their 
respective races.  So we are excited, they are 
going on to London.  But I did have to... we 
had to sit-down and figure-out what Haley 
was going to do, because this is before pool 
trials.  And it is like as a pool swimmer, you 
know your swimmer wants to go to Olympic 
Trials, and she is not the type of person that 

is going to just train right through it.  So she 
entered all 6 events, or 8 events, that she had 
Trials cuts in; definitely scratched some of 
those by the end.  She was happy with her 
800; she was 3rd.  And I think again that gave 
her a little bit of confidence.  Just reminding 
her that we had this bigger goal and that little 
bit of rest for the 800 was not going to hurt her.  

And we went back and forth: does she go to 
the domestic camp with the U.S. team?  Does 
she go to Vichy, France with the pool team?  
And everybody else is going to be resting and 
she is still going to be training, so what are we 
going to do?  And Dave sat down and talked 
with Frank [Busch] and myself and Jack 
Roach.  And we did not think three weeks 
in Olympics Village was going to be a good 
idea; so she went to Canada and trained with 
Alex Meyer and Tim and the U.S. team.  And 
that was a fabulous training camp; they went 
up to Roberval.  It is cold water there; they 
had access to a pool.  They each were able 
to bring a training partner, which I think was 
key for Haley’s success.  She had Eva Fabian 
there to help her.  And those of you that know 
Eva, she is a great Open Water swimmer, and 
I felt like Haley could continue to learn from 
her on the drafting portion of it.  But Haley 
would be faster in the pool, so that would be 
good for her.  And then they just showed-up 
at the Village about a week before; so they 
overlapped about a day with the pool team.  

So Ous was with the Danish team for a little 
bit, and then he ended-up coming back to 
L.A.  And anyone that knows him, knows 
it... like he can have three different plans 
and you just do not know which one we 
are going to go with.  So I just kind of have 
to roll with it.  And he ended up coming 
back to L.A., and we spent a couple weeks 
together before we went off to London.  

But at that point, we only had like Haley and 
Ous, and maybe a couple other people, 
were the only ones that were in the pool 
training.  So I felt like I needed to make it 
as interesting as I could; like play kind of 
cat-and-mouse games.  Like Ous you are 
going an 800, Haley you are going a 700; 
you cannot let him beat you.  And then 
same thing for a 600:  Ous you have got 
a 600, Haley you have a 500, and do not 
let him catch you.  And so I just tried to mix 
it up like that, give them different barriers.  
400, 300, 200, 100 all fast, but making sure 
that they were kind of racing each other a 
little bit, so that they always had something 
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that they were working towards.  

And kind of giving like mental cues in the 
middle of training; I think it was important for 
these guys. Like just constantly reminding 
Haley like you know how you are going to 
feel with a 200 left.  You know so-and-so is 
going to be breathing to your right.  So I try 
to constantly remind them of putting different 
scenarios in their head, so they have a visual 
image when they are training in the pool. 

And then this is just a picture.  One day I was 
kind of craving Roscoe’s fried chicken and 
waffles — it is down in Long Beach.  And so I 
like texted Chip and Emily Brunemann, and I 
was like, Hey guys, we are going to go down 
to Long Beach.  We are going to do a workout 
and then go eat breakfast.  So I thought I was 
pretty cool; this is like and a perfect example 
of why I think Open Water is so fun.  These 
guys all show-up, they want to help train, they 
enjoy just kind of talking about open water 
and helping.  You know, Emily knows she is 
helping Haley prepare.  So I think that was 
kind of a fun thing to do to get ready to go. 

And then I guess fast forward to being in 
London.  I always knew that like Ous’s main 
plan was to swim the mile.  I think in the back 
of the his head he knew: yes, I was to win a 
gold medal in the 10K.  But it was like one 
step at a time.  We got to London, decided to 
drop the 400 and just stay focused on kind of 
the longer events.  And I think it was a really 
good call.  Any pace work we did in London 
was all based on the mile.  And anything 
extra was just like yardage that I just felt like 
adding-in extra easy yardage, just to make 
sure that we kept the volume up a little bit.  
So it would be like with fins and paddles or 
pulling, things like that.  And I think he did a 
great job as far as staying focused on the 
mile.  In the prelims, I think he was 14:47, 
and he felt great about that swim.  And came 
back the next day and won a bronze medal.  
And it was like okay onto the next.  

And this is kind of where I had to be a little 
more flexible, because Haley just showed-
up and everything is new for her.  So she is 
excited by every little thing; whereas I had 
been there for two weeks.  And so it was good 
because it was kind of kept me reenergized.  

Ous had the flu right after the mile, and I do 
not know if it was the 10K-flu or what but he 
got a little extra rest.  It was not what I wanted; 
obviously I wanted him to get on the course a 

couple of more times than he did.  But I just 
felt like we did the best that we could.  The 
times that he did go get on the course, which 
was maybe two times, we just made sure that 
he practiced like swimming-out and into the 
finish, and sighting a couple of things and just 
getting a feel for the race course.  

And one of the things... like every time you go 
to a race you kind of think about the three “C”s 
and that is: the course, the conditions and the 
competition.  We knew the competition; we 
knew who the 25 people were going to be for 
both of them.  You know the course.  This is 
one aspect where like I could not tell Haley, 
Okay, well this turn in a 90° angle and then 
this one is 360, because that just stresses her 
out.  Alex Meyer, he can 100% visualize his 
race and he knows every angle of everything.  
But like with Haley, it is just not what she 
needs; so just, again, keeping her relaxed.  
We knew the water was going to be flat and 
cold; which I do not think it did end up being 
that cold, but everybody kind of made a big 
deal that it was going to be.  So I just told 
them the faster that you swim, the sooner that 
it is over; it does not really matter: everybody 
is in the same situation. 

So here is Haley.  As you see, she just hangs on 
all the finish pads.  That is getting numbered.  
And she is very methodical with her feeds, 
and so... as you see on the right, she has all 
of her gels — I don’t know if you can tell — laid 
out.  And she numbers the bottles and writes 
I want this one on this lap.  Her strategy was 
actually pretty similar to Ous’s.  We decided 

that... the course was six laps, and so they 
were both going to be prepared to feed on the 
second, third and fourth lap.  I was also going 
to be ready on the fifth lap with one extra feed, 
just in case; but we had talked about if you do 
not feed, then that is when you go ahead and 
make your move and just go.  And that is what 
they both did in Portugal and in London.  

One of the things... this is The Serpentine 
[lake the Olympic race was in]; it was a great 
venue.  There were people on all sides, the 
video coverage was fantastic, and it was really 
loud, like I think the swimmers could hear the 
fans.  So it was definitely a great venue.  And 
I know Rio is going to be awesome as well.  I 
was there for Pan Ams in 2007, and they love 
Open Water in South America.  So I know it is 
going to be outstanding.

So, with Ous, since this was only his third 
10K, again I did not give him a bunch of 
details.  The one thing he said is like I just 
want to know who you think is going to be 
upfront with me, and like that would give him 
a sense of calm.  So I guessed that it would 
be a German, a Greek and a Canadian; 
that is exactly what I thought would happen.  
Richard Weinberger from Canada had been 
having a really great year; Thomas Lurz 
[Germany] is the all-time greatest Open 
Water swimmer ever; and then there was 
a Greek, Spyros [Spyridon Gianniotis], has 
been known for... he has been at the top of 
the world for a long time.  

Like Ous said that when he was on the last 

Coaching Open Water  (Continued From the Cover)

Haley Anderson is an American college and international swimmer who is an Olympic silver medalist.
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lap, or maybe on the fifth lap, he was breathing 
and he saw Richard on his side.  And he said 
he did not freak-out; he just stayed completely 
relaxed because he knew like that is what we 
talked about.  And so he thought oh, this isn’t 
some new person coming up.  I guess that 
is a big thing: I do not think just because you 
are the fastest 10K swimmer in the pool, or 
you swim straight for two hours, or maybe you 
swim 10x1,000s faster than anybody; I do not 
think that that necessarily relates to being the 
best 10K swimmer in open water.  In open 
water you are balancing so many different 
things: you are managing stress, you have 
to have like a great periphery vision about 
what is going on around you and not freak 
out when something happens.  

And this summer in Barcelona, Haley was 
leading the 5K, and all of a sudden she is 
following the lead boat.  Well the lead boat 
was not going on course.  So all of a sudden 
Haley is like in 10th and a Brazilian girl was 
in 1st all of a sudden.  So Haley had to dart 
back over, get back into the race.  And she 
ended-up thinking like okay well this is a great 
opportunity for me to sit back and I can draft.  
I guess that is what I mean by teaching the 
athlete to kind of take ownership over the 
race, because that is not something I can 
communicate with her during it.  I just have to 
prepare her with different scenarios: and if this 
happens and if this happens, what are you 
going to do, how are you going to do respond.  

And I guess that kind of goes-along with 
that I think you can train in a pool and I 
think you can be the fastest... your goal 
is to be the fastest you can be in the pool, 
but I definitely think you need to race open 
water races to get your experience doing 
that.  And drafting and changing positions 
and being comfortable going through turns.  

And training camps are so important.  Like 
Becca Mann was 15 years old, and it was her 
first World Championships this summer.  She 
was like I learned so much just from having our 
whole team practice.  We set-up a little mini-
course, and she just practiced going through 
turns and doing all these things.  And having 
eight people around you is very different than 
doing that at home by yourself, maybe.  

(So I am just going to run through.  These are 
just pictures after the 10K; Ous and Haley.)

I think my lessons learned over the years 
have been to remain flexible.  A lot of times 
you do not know what course... you do not 

know what is going to be available as far as 
pool time.  You may have a short-course pool, 
you may have a long-course pool, you may 
not have any pool; and you have to go to open 
water.  And so I have really tried to like let a 
plan... not be so focused on my one plan; but 
be okay with mixing things up.  You know, the 
body is getting used to changes and throwing 
different things at the kids.  

Actually this summer in Spain, we thought we 
had great open water training time, and we 
were going to be in kayaks with the athletes 
out training.  And then the coast guard come, 
and yelled at us.  And we are like woah.  We 
just realized we had to kind of adjust our 
training time; do hour in the pool and then the 
last hour we went in open water and did not 
set up a course.  And that was okay.  

And it was like that was where maybe my goal 
was to make sure everybody did 7,000, but I 
am not going to break it down and think ‘Well, 
since we did 4,000 in the pool, I need to get 
3,000 done open water.’  I just think it is a little 
bit different.  You know, there is no walls, there 
just a lot of things going on.  So I think you just 
try to get the best that you can out of those 
opportunities to train in open water.  

Flexibility: it is like I have got to trust that the 
athletes are going to be flexible and go-with-it 
in the middle of a race.  So I certainly feel like, 
as a head coach, working with these kids, I 
have got to teach them the same thing.  And 
if something does not go as planned, well I 
am not going to freak out; you just kind of row 

with it and say expect the unexpected.  I have 
had buoys blow away in the middle of a race.  
The feeding boat was, in the 2009 World 
Championships, actually got like moved off-
course, like way off-course; so all the coaches 
are yelling in twenty different languages to the 
boat driver, who only speaks Italian.  And it is 
just like that stuff happens.  And the kids have 
just got to be ready and not get mad about it; 
but again manage that stress and just okay 
how am I going to take that and make it an 
advantage for me.

Traveling: anything can happen.  You are kind 
of at the mercy of the federation.  I have had a 
bus breakdown and never make it to pool and 
been stranded for three hours.  And if I am so 
focused on a training plan and yardage, then 
that is just going to get me... spiral and be 
upset.  I think that is why also sending kids to 
do races, especially at this level, is important; 
because they would get a chance to see that 
not everything is going to go as planned, 
things are going to change.  So when it 
does come down to a World Championship 
and something does not go right, or maybe 
everything does go right and then it is just... it 
is perfect.  So that occasionally does happen.  

I think having an open mind and listening to 
feedback from your athlete.  I found that that 
has been really successful for me.  Chip was 
16 and I could easily take him out in open 
water and do a two-hour practice.  And I would 
just kayak along, and he is happy as a clam.  
Haley, not so much; she needs like structure, 
like shorter intervals.  Tell her you are going to 
go hard for two minutes, then you are going to 

Ous Mellouli is a Tunisian swimmer who competes in the freestyle and medley events. 
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go easy for three minutes; and then you are 
going to hard for three minutes and easy for 
two minutes.  So I kind of, with her, have to 
keep it a little shorter, otherwise I lose her.  

And when kids do come out of a race, and 
you know I am like Haley, what did you learn 
from this or Ous, what did you learn from 
Cancun.  Talking about it; watching any 
portion of the race online.  I think that is why 
I love it so much is like the interaction and 
the conversation that goes on, because I 
am not telling them necessarily what you did 
was right or what you did was wrong.  You 
cannot control what anybody else does, 
and if something happens, it goes along in 
a race, it is like you have just got to make it 
work for you.  And I guess customizing that 
part is like... that is just what is fun for me; is 
kind of tailoring everything to the athlete.  And 
having the inside jokes.  Like talking about 
maybe what Haley needs is different than 
what a 16-year-old boy that is just getting into 
Open Water is going to need.

So I do not think that I necessarily have all 
the answers, I just think that it is important 
to adapt, to go with the flow, to really talk to 
your kids.  I think everybody is going to kind 
of process that information a little differently.  
And the more that you know your athlete, the 
better the result that I think you are going to 
get from that.  (And so I do not know how 
long... what time is it?)

In closing, I think the key for the United 
States is: we have got to keep athletes in 
the sport.  The average age of the medalist 
in the last couple of World Championships 
has been like 28-32.  In Pan Ams in 2007, 
Brazil had two of their top females there; 
and the United States had Fran Crippen, 
Chip Peterson, Kalyn Keller and Chloe 
Sutton.  Not one of those athletes is still in 
the sport; and so I feel like we have really 
got to find a way to make sure that we are 
giving athletes opportunities and keep them 
in this sport longer.  

Going into 2016, I think we learned, we are 
learning, and we are dealing with the college 
system here in the U.S.; and that is different 
than some other countries that can have a 
club program that only has Open Water and 
that is all they focus on.  So I think we are still 
kind of figuring that part out.  

And lastly, safety has got to come first; that 
is absolutely the most important thing.  Water 

temperature has been a really big issue with 
FINA.  And I think that we have got to continue 
to push for good water temperatures, 
minimum and maximum.  But water quality 
is a really big issue too.  And so I think we 
just continue to just stay focused-on that, then 
we send our athletes to good clean races and 
they will get the experience that they need.  

This last slide is just like... I do not know if 
anyone even wonders... like I do not think that 
we do anything special.  But some things that 
I do try to do within practice in the pool, like 
a lot of shifting gears and speed-play type of 
stuff; I think that is really important.  You never 
know when somebody is going to take-off in 
the middle of a race.  Again, you have to be 
aware of that, and teach your athletes to know 
what is going on all around them.  

I am just that kind of coach that I just want to 
make it purposeful; and I try not to just send 
kids off on a long, boring 10x400, just ready-
go.  And this is something I have learned a lot 
from Dave, is just everything having relevance 
and being really meaningful.  And so maybe 
like the last 100 is a really strong steady kick, 
and the first 100 is maybe only breathing to 
your right-side on the way down and only 
breathing to your left-side on the way back.  
Little things like that, that keep the swimmer 
engaged for the full two-hour practice while 
they are still getting/doing things that are 
making them better.  I said like giving mental 
cues in practice, and kind of putting different 
scenarios in their head so they can think 
about that in the specific set.  

I like doing a lot of kicking at the end of 
practice.  I know with Chip, one thing we 
always did, was like a two-hour practice 
and then like 10x100, all-out, fast kick.  
Because if you watch the finish of a lot 
of open water races, these guys are just 
going full-on speed with their legs and 
you have got to be able to get those legs 
going.  The same thing with like getting 
into the finishes: it is important to have I 
think a really-high stroke rate, where you 
are still holding water.  But the first hand 
that touches that finish pad; there is no 
time involved in Open Water, so you have 
got to be able to keep your head down.  
Hopefully you are sighting in the right line, 
you have set everything up.  Like we will 
do head-down, fast finish, last 10 yards, 
no breath.  And almost like a straight-arm, 
windmill-type stroke into the wall.

I Definitely would have kids take gels in 
the middle of practice, so that they know 
how their body is going to react and if 
that is going to affect them.  And that is 
probably more for somebody just getting 
into Open Water, initially.  Like at this point 
now, I think the athletes at this level kind of 
know what they are going to do, and their 
body knows how it is going to respond.  

I would say another observation I had from 
this past World Championships: in the Men’s 
10K, I was right with the Greek coach.  
And his swimmer was maybe in 10th and 
gradually moved-up to 3rd.  And on the last 
lap — each lap was about 1,200 meters — 
he actually fed twice: so he stopped at the 
feeding dock once — he was the only athlete 
that stopped — and then he took a gel with 
about a 1,000 to go.  And afterwards I am 
talking to Ous a little bit and I was like, “Well, 
how much did you feed on the 10K?”  And 
he was like, Oh, I did not feed at all.  And 
if you watch the finish, the guy from Greece 
just completely accelerated; his whole last 
lap was so fast and like I definitely think that 
that that has something to do with it.  

And it is kind of like a... it can be a boxing 
match for two hours, an hour and 45 
minutes.  So I think it is really good to be fit 
out of the water; whether that is spinning, 
running, kickboxing classes, just kind of 
having that... just making sure that you are 
confident and not being afraid to throw an 
elbow here and there.  But I think it is good 
to be really fit out of the water.  Haley was 
running like every third day up to the 10K, 
in addition to the pool training.  

And then middle-of-the-pool sprints.  I mean 
you guys all know; you just start from the 
middle of the pool, no wall, sprint in.  Do that 
a couple of times; and start out one place and 
make sure they finish somewhere else.  

And then in open water stuff, for some of the 
newer kids that we work with on the National 
Team, we will just having take off their cap, 
take off their goggles and just swim straight.  
Close your eyes, swim straight for about 20 
strokes, see where you end up.  And we did 
that this summer with Becca, and Becca 
was probably our... I think she was the only 
girl on the team that had never been on a 
World Championship team before — and 
Jordan from team Santa Monica.  The other 
six guys were all veterans, and they all... 
like right on line, swimming straight.  Becca 
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ended up way over here, Jordan was way 
over here.  So it just kind of gave them a 
sense of like when they have their head 
down and they are swimming fast, this is the 
side that you are going to tend to go to or 
maybe you are more comfortable swimming 
one direction than another.

And anything like 40 strokes fast, 40 strokes 
easy, 30 strokes fast, 30 strokes easy.  And 
this is just stuff in open water, because I do 
again try to give a lot of detail when they are 
swimming open water because otherwise 
I think it is boring to just go out and come 
back.  So I will do like leapfrog drills, roll-
over drills; and all these are things that I 
would do like with the national team group, 
not necessarily... like Haley and Ous do not 
go out and practice this like once a week.  I 
would say they maybe did three practices 
in open water; and one being in Manhattan 
Beach in the ocean, one being in the Long 
Beach, and another back in Naples Island 
just kind of swimming around the canals.  

Well, that is all I have.  I have about six or 
seven slides of practices that Haley did, that I 
would send to Bryce and Tim Murphy.  I do not 
know if you all want to see any of them; I can 
have you come-up and look at them if you are 
interested in seeing.  Haley hates kicking, but 
I do try to make her do some kicking in there.  
We do a like a lot of knuckle paddles, and that 
comes from Dave mainly just like working on 
holding the end of your paddle and keeping 
your elbow up.  Let’s see... again like you see 
just some speed play here.

During the college season, when we knew 
Haley was really focused on Open Water, we 
would try to maybe give her something that 
was a little bit different than everybody else 
was doing, just to make sure that she still felt 
special.  So it was like: okay everybody you 
are doing this set, but Haley you are going 
to do it with your snorkel and then you get to 
add paddles the last... whatever 200.  I think 
you see it is not... she is definitely is training, 
and the same thing for Ous: they are definitely 
doing things that a pool swimmer would do.  

So does anyone has any questions? 

So the question was what other competitions 
are out there for Age Group swimmers to 
do to be qualified for the camps?  I think for 
the Open Water Developmental camp, it is 
actually a time standard.  You had to have a 
time standard, but I think they go through the 
top-8 or top-10 from Nationals; and they will 
send an invitation to the swimmer and to the 
coach.  And Bryce Elser at USA Swimming 

would be the best... if you want to go, and 
maybe your kid is on the bubble, just contact 
them.  I think any opportunity... if we have 
people that are really wanting to go do these 
things, it is important. 

I think it is just a matter of checking with your 
LSC and seeing what races are really out 
there.  Because there are some people that do 
a lot of open water races, that maybe are not at 
this level.  I think some of these kids have just 
been, they have been a great example of, a 
great pool swimmer that felt the time was right 
that they could be successful at the Olympic 
Games or at a World Championships.  There 
are some qualification standards for like the 
World Cups, and that kind of thing; but I feel 
like there are races everywhere, it is just it is 
a matter of talking about it and getting online 
and really looking for them.  

So yeah that is a good question: how many 
times would someone feed during a 10K?  
I do not know the answer to that.  I think it 
is important that... if you are going to take 
anything — a gel or Gatorade — you know, 
you go to the World Championships-level 
and you see coaches... I do not know what 
they are feeding their athletes, like we have 
no idea... the Russians are mixing stuff, and 
everybody has their own system of what they 
are doing.  But I think taking a gel with at least 
ten minutes to go, that you know it is probably 
going to work and be in your system, like the 
extra little kick at caffeine.  But I would say 
anywhere from like three to four times.  

And Haley always has a gel in her suit; 
she does not always take it, but I think it 
is just like confident boost knowing that it 
is there.  And like I will tell them to take 
two or three gels right before the race; just 
get as much as you can into your system.  
You know, the excitement is building, 
anyway.  And there have been some races 
where maybe people have been really 
successful and have not fed at all.  Like I 
know there was a guy from Great Britain, 
and he did not feed one time and that 
seem to work for him.  Again you have to 
take into the consideration the conditions 
and the course.  And when it is really 
hot.  In Shanghai, I am sure that people 
were feeding a lot more often than say in 
Barcelona, when it was not nearly as hot.  

Now that is a good question.  There were no 
practices over ten grand.  No

[audience member]: In 2012, Ous swam 
pool and then open water; and then this year 
it open water and then pool.  What is your 

take on that?  Differences between the two.  
And certainly the results were very different 
between the two years.

[Vogt]: Yeah, now that is a great comment 
and I am glad you asked.  Just the question 
was swimming a 10K prior to swimming a 
pool event.  So in London, I felt really good 
that the pool event was first.  My only other 
experience in dealing with having to do 
both with one athlete was in 2007 at Pan 
Ams: Chip Peterson was on the open water 
team and the pool team.  And so he swam 
the 10K first, and a week later had the mile.  
And I was thinking ‘Oh, this is a great set-
up’ because we will just do the 10K and 
then just rest and be good-to-go for the 
mile.  It did not work that way at all.  The 
10K too so much out of him.  Like anytime 
I even wanted to get anything fast done in 
practice, it was just like pulling teeth; the 
speed was not there, nothing was there.  

So I actually think it is — at least with both 
of those athletes, which are the only people 
that I have really had the experience with — I 
felt like it is a much better set-up to do the 
pool first and then go to open water.  And this 
summer, with Ous I think, he has not been 
training... he has not had the training that 
he probably needed to do both.  I would be 
interested to see what he could do if he had 
done the work.  But I think that... he still felt 
like he had something to prove in Open Water.  
And wining two medals, and then kind of like 
yeah; like you are excited to be at the pool, 
but you are happy to have your two medals.  

So does that help answer that question?  
Not really?

[audience]: Yeah. It all depends on 
experienced, I guess.

[Vogt]: Yeah.  I just think that 10K takes much 
more out of us than we feel.  

[audience]:  And then at Pan Pacs, they are 
one day apart. 

[Vogt]:  Right.  Exactly.  It will be interesting to 
see what happens in the next couple of years 
too.  And like you said for Pan Pacs.  And I 
am not sure if there is anybody that did both 
Pan Pacs and the mile.  How did Andrew do?  
That is right: he did not finish the 10K.  You 
are right; see.  I do not know, that is a tough 
one then.  I guess there are times you have to 
make decisions on what you want.

[Inaudible Audience Question]

Dryland work for Ous, he is kind of always 
changing it every six months.  It is just a 
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basic weight training; like a little bit of yoga 
and like pilates-type stuff.  He did a lot with 
like a TRX band and stretch cords.  Then 
for Haley, she is not great in the weight 
room; she does not like going to the weight 
room.  The main thing she was doing is sit-
ups on her own and running on her own.  

[Inaudible Audience Question]

Yeah, I know.  She actually did not qualify 
for the 10K at our trials.  And again that was 
one of those things where I probably felt the 
need... coming back from London, she did not 
take any break, she got right back in the pool.  
She had her senior year of college to finish-
up.  And she was ready to go; she said, I do 
not want to take a break, I want to keep going.  
And I felt like we should have made her take 
a break, but there is only so much you can do. 

And so she went through NCAAs; I mean, she 
was happy with her senior year.  And coming 
around April, the campus is beautiful, you are 
a senior, you won the silver medal... it is like 
she definitely enjoyed her senior-year spring 
semester.  And maybe... I would have liked to 

tell her like “If you want to win a gold medal 
in the 10K, then you need not be going to do 
all these things.”  Like I wanted her to go to 
Cancun, and I want to do these things, but at 
some point.... Graduation is really important, 
and our trials were the same day as her 
graduation.  So she was balancing having 
family come in, a lot of different things going 
on.  And so was actually 8th at our 10K.  And 
then came back, two days later, and again it 
was the same scenario.  I was like: “Haley 
you’ve done this before, you have to win the 
5K if you want to go to World Championships 
this summer. It’s your only chance.”  And she 
did and so and she swam a much better race.

[Inaudible Audience Question]

Right.  So Tunisia is a little different for their 
qualifying standard.  Anyone else? 

[Inaudible Audience Question]

Yes.  Ous knew that they were going to 
be.  We have another guy on Trojan Swim 
Club on the Danish team, Mads [Glaesner], 
and he knew that they were going to be in 

Flagstaff for like three weeks.  And that was 
very appealing to him; I think he felt like he 
needed some altitude training.  And I think 
that is why he was so tired that week in 
Portugal.  But yeah, so he did that.  

And again communication is like so 
important; for me to talk to the Danish coach 
about what he has been doing.  And they 
were sending me his workouts, so I did know 
what he had been doing.  And I just think 
that is important for Ous to know like that he 
has confidence in all the coaches; whoever 
it is that is working with him, he knows that 
we are talking about what is best for him.  

Anyone else? Thank you.

Catherine Vogt, a former top-flight distance 
swimmer who has coached at both the 
collegiate and national levels, is in her sixth 
year as an assistant men’s and women’s 
swim coach at USC. She came to Troy after 
three years as an assistant coach at her alma 
mater, North Carolina (2005-2008) and will be 
the Head Coach for USA Open Water at the 
World Championships in Barcelona, Spain. 
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MAkiNg us

better
by John Leonard

After our September 2013 Board Meeting, 
where we went around the table and 
then the room, asking each person “what 
would make us…(ASCA, USA-Swimming, 
American Swimming) better?” and got some 
fantastic answers recently published in this 
Newsletter, a reader asked me how I would 
answer the question. I had my answer ready.
“If I was suddenly “Swim God for a Day,” I 

would mandate that every head coach on 
every team have a staff meeting every week 
with the sole purpose of helping educate 
their staff. When I started in coaching, this 
meeting was expected of EVERYONE. 
Over the past 40 years, we have lost a lot 
of “investment” of Head Coaches in their 
staff. The JOB of the Head Coach (one of 
them) should be to grow the competencies 

of their staff and CHALLENGE their staff 
to come in weekly and someone give a 30 
minute presentation on a topic in coaching 
that they have thoroughly researched in 
the literature or through phone calls to 
other coaches, and then 15-20 minutes 
of discussion among all the staff on that 
topic. That’s the best ever source of Coach 
Education and Growth.”
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the mindset of 
“WORkINg TO juST gET bETTER”
Graphic by Nigel Holmes
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Official 4 Hour interpretation from

USA Swimming 
by Daniel W. McAllen iii, Chair, rules & regulations Committee 

Rule 205.3.1F, commonly referred to as 
the four hour rule, was adopted by the 
USA Swimming House of Delegates in 
1989 to ensure that swimming would be 
competitive with other youth sports, namely 
baseball and soccer, insofar as time 
commitment for both athletes and parents 
was concerned. Clearly, it was not in the 
best interest of our sport for developmental 
athletes to be at a pool all day or for the 
entire weekend to the exclusion of other 
family interests, particularly when other 
athletic activities could be completed in 
a far more reasonable time. With that 
by way of background, it has come to 
my attention that rule 205.3.1F is being 
improperly misinterpreted and enforced in 
some LSCs. Therefore, I am issuing the 
following interpretations:

Meets must be planned such that events 
for 12 & Unders can reasonably be 
concluded within four (4) hours. Sessions 
that exceed four hours are not in violation 
of the rule is properly planned. 

The rule does NOT apply to Open 
events even if swimmers 12 years of 

age or younger are entered. 

Measurement of the time duration 
applicable to this rule begins with the 
published meet start time of a session 
that offers 12U events and ends with the 
conclusion of the last 12U event of the day 
for the same gender. 

Under NO circumstances may a meet 
or meet session be terminated before all 
individual events have been concluded 
as a means of complying with the rule. 
Relays may be eliminated only if the meet 
announcement clearly states the conditions 
under which relays will be eliminated and 
whether relay entry fees will be refunded. 

Events that are scored multi-age are 
impacted by the rule if the multi-age 
scoring involves 12U designations, such 
as 11-12, 10U, 12U, etc. 

Some suggested planning tools that 
facilitate compliance include: 

• Using meet management software to 
monitor their timelines as entries are 
processed. 

• Selection of a heat interval appropriate 
for the session. 

• Being aware of the number of swimmers 
appropriate for the number of lames 
available and distances offered. 

• Adequate meet staffing such that 
marshals, timers and other meet 
personnel are properly trained and 
in place. 

• Keeping equipment (computers, timing 
systems, printers, etc.) in proper 
working order. 

Daniel W. McAllen lll, Chair, USA Swimming 
Rules & Regulations Committee. Any 
questions regarding this article you can 
contact McAllen via email at d.mcalleniii@
sbcglobal.net.
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pools are closing?
AN ISSuE WE ShOuLD ALL bE CONCERNED AbOuT
by Mick Nelson
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COmmERCIAL POOL CLOSINg by STATE:

Between 2005 and 2007 the Facilities 
Development Department at USA Swimming 
began noticing a trend in pool closings. In 
2007 we started tracking the closings while 
keeping a short file on each one. The map 
of closings depicts a 2 year period between 
Spring 2011 and Spring 2013. There were 
almost 1,100 commercial or intuitional pools 
closed during this most recent 2 year period. 

The main reasons for the pool closings were:

• Older pools ignoring or delaying upgrades 
and repairs to the point that the pool cost 
more to fix than any budget can handle. 

• Pools relying on simple “day pass” income 

and water rental rather than offering total 
aquatic programming options. 

• Budget cutbacks by cities and schools and 
rather than revamp the aquatic program 
offerings for the community, the “people in 
charge” of the budget simply close the pool. 

Solutions the USA Swimming FDD Offers:

• Educate the people responsible for the 
“fate of the pool” about programming 
offerings and pricing and maintenance 
escrows in budget. 

• Offer advice and assistance in the 
best practices for pool operations and 
renovations. 

• Supply an Aquatic Programming Manual 
(at no charge) to help increase the pools 
community value and revenue. 

• Do our best to make sure all new facility 
designs have at least 2 pools. The mail 
pool and a warmer water smaller pool 
for teaching aquatic programming. 
Programming precedes design.

Mick is the Club Facilities Development 
Director for USA Swimming. He comes from 
a club coaching background along with 
extensive experience in business and aquatic 
management.  He holds a BS in Business 
administration and an MS in Education.
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HOLIDAYS
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Outliers: 
A book review by Charlie Dragon

Several months ago I read a book titles 
Outliers: The Story of Success written by 
Malcolm Gladwell. The book explores and, to 
an extent, disproves the notion that success 
is the result of hard work and determination 
alone. Rather, the book argues that a very 
specific set of circumstances relating to 
factors ranging all the way from one’s date 
of birth to who one’s great, great-grandfather 
might have been, play a large role in the 
success of any high level achiever. There is 
a section of the book that discusses “relative 
age”, which is a phenomenon that was first 
discovered by a Canadian psychologist 
named Roger Barnsely in the mid-1980s. 

Barnsely discovered that over a broad 
spectrum of elite level age group hockey 
programs in Canada, nearly without 
exception, about 40% of all players were 
born between Jan-Mar, 30% between 
Apr-Jun, 20% between Jul-Sep, and 10% 
between Oct-Dec. (Gladwell, 2008) Such 
a large representation of this phenomenon  
could hardly be chalked up to coincidence, 
and so Barnsely sought to explain why 
these proportions held across such a large 
sampling of elite level; age group hockey 
players. What he came up with was the idea 
of “relative age”. The cutoff for age group 
hockey leagues across the nation is Jan. 
1. What this means is that a child born on 
Jan. 2, 2002 can literally be 363 days older 
than a child born on Dec. 1, 2002 while still 
competing in the same 10 year-old age 
group this year. 

As swim coaches, we probably realize 
better than most what a huge difference 
nearly an entire year of development can 
have on the ability of an athlete to perform 
at the age of 10. It accounts for an extra 
10% physical development. In and of itself, 
the phenomenon is not terribly surprising. 
The age cutoff is an arbitrary date, and 

those who happen to be born on the right 
side of that date enjoy an advantage over 
their “peers” for the first several years of 
competition until the biological spectrum 
normalizes.

However, the surprising and disconcerting 
aspect of Barnsely’s discovery was that 
these trends held true even at most senior 
levels of hockey when the players were 
between the ages of 16-20. In theory, once 
the biological gap closes, the players who 
were at an initial disadvantage should be 
on a level playing ground with those who 
enjoyed that early advantage shouldn’t 
they? If you know anything about the 
way age group hockey is run in Canada, 
then you might be seeing a slight problem 
with this supposition. At the very early 
ages of 9-10, those players who are 
the beneficiaries of the extra months of 
developments are deemed to be the best, 
most talented players, and are selected 
to travelling rep-squads, all-star teams, 
and special clinics. These are similar to 
Zone teams and regional select camps in 
swimming, but are much more permanent 
placements. As described by Malcolm 
Gladwell;

“And what happens when a player gets 
chosen for a rep-squad? He gets better 
coaching, his teammates are better, and he 
plays fifty or seventy-five games a season 
instead of twenty games a season like 
those left behind in the “house” league, 
and he practices twice as much or even 
three times as much as he would have 
otherwise. In the beginning, his advantage 
isn’t so much that he is inherently better 
but only that he is a little older. But by 
the age of thirteen or fourteen, with the 
benefit of better coaching and all that 
extra practice under his belt, he really is 
better, so he’s the one more likely to make 

it to the Major Junior A league, and from 
there into the big leagues.”

Barnsely identified three factors which 
facilitate this phenomenon:

1. selection

2. streaming

3. differentiated experience.

These factors are described below by 
Barnsely:

“If you (1) make a decision about who 
is good and who is not good at an early 
age, if you (2) separate the “talented” from 
the “untalented”, and if you (3) provide 
the “talented” with a superior experience 
then you’re going to end up giving a huge 
advantage to that small group of people 
born closest to the cutoff date.” 

Hockey is not the only sport in which this 
occurs. In non-school American baseball, 
a similar age cutoff is on July 31.  In 2005 
there were 505 American-born players 
in the majors with August birthdays as 
opposed to 313 born in July. In European 
soccer the cutoff is September 1. At one 
point in the 19990s there were 288 players 
born between Sep-Nov versus 136 born 
between Jun-Aug. Both of these sports 
are set up similarly to the age group 
hockey leagues which were the initial point 
of study for Barnsely. (Gladwell, 2008)

After I read this book I took an immediate 
interest in this phenomenon and became 
very curious as to how it might relate to 
our own sport, swimming. At the onset, I 
hypothesized that swimming was probably 
immune to this phenomenon because 
it did not meet all of the criteria laid out 
by Barnsely. Although there is certainly 
a degree of “selection” because our 
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Zone teams are populated by the fastest 
swimmers in each age group, in my mind 
there was very limited streaming and 
negligible degree differentiated experience 
since, outside of those several weeks the 
top level swimmers spend with Zone teams 
and the like, swimmers are all free to decide 
which program and coach they ultimately 
swim for. Therefore, in my mind, I decided 
that since the “talented” were not being 
separated from the “untalented” for more 
than a week or two every season, and that 
they essentially have the same experience 
within their own clubs, there would not be 
such a pronounced overrepresentation 
of those swimmers born directly after 
the cutoff dates. After I developed my 
hypothesis, I set out to do some informal 
research to test it. The fruits of my labor 
surprised me greatly. 

Allow me to preface this section by saying that 
I am not a sociologist. Nor am I a statistician 
or mathematician. I am merely an age group 
swimming coach who has developed an 
interest in a phenomenon which I believe 
might affect American Swimming at its 
grassroots level. 

I decided on several basic parameters to 
make this endeavor feasible for me given my 
available time and resources. The overview 
is limited to Niagara athletes because it is 
the only LSC for whose athletes I was able 
to success dates of birth. It is also confined 
to girls because I believed they would better 
illustrate the point of the study. One would 
expect there to be a greater biological 
gap between more developed and lesser 
developed age group girls at meets like 
Zones, and would also expect that biological 
gap to have lessened considerably, if not 
closed completely, by the time female 
athletes are 16-18 as they generally are at 
meets like Speedo Sectionals. Finally, for 
the sake of conciseness, I focused only on 
short Course participation at the Age Group 
level because it is by far the better-attended 
age Group meet in Niagara. 

One major difference between USA 
Swimming and the aforementioned sports 
which have been the subjects of similar 
studies, is the notion of a cutoff date. In other 
sports there is a single date which determines 
the age group those athletes will compete in 
throughout an entire year. In swimming, the 

swimmer’s age on the first day of any one 
meet determines which age group they will 
compete in for that particular meet. I decided 
that the most practical cutoff date to use when 
analyzing age group swimming is the first day 
of the Zone Championship, being that it is 
the most elite level meet available to the Age 
Groupers. Therefore, April 1st will effectively 
act as the cutoff date for the SCY season. 

Between the years of 2010-1012 Niagara had 
a total of 82 girls participate in the SCY Zone 
championship. Here is how they broke down 
by month of birth:

• May  20 24.39%
• Jul  12 14.63%
• Apr  9 10.98%
• Sep  9 10.98%
• Jun  8 9.76%
• Oct  7 8.54%
• Dec  5 6.10%
• Feb  4 4.88%
• Mar  4 4.88%
• Aug  2 2.44%
• Nov  2 2.44%
• Jan   0 0.00%

If we look at the three month period following 
the cutoff date (Apr-Jun) those athletes 
account for over 45% of all zone qualifiers. If 

we add the following month (Jul) that number 
increases by nearly 60%. In contrast, if we 
look at the three months leading up to the 
cutoff date (Jan-Mar) those athletes account 
for less than 105 of all zone qualifiers, and 
only 16% if we add the previous month of 
December. Obviously at the age group level 
this is to be expected because as mentioned 
earlier, those athletes born directly after the 
cutoff date do enjoy the biological advantage 
over those born before the cutoff date. 
Where this becomes a concern is when 
these trends still hold after the biological 
advantage has disappeared. 

Between August 2011 and March 2013, 
Niagara had 98 females qualify for the 
Speedo Sectional championship. Below is 
how they broke down by month of birth:

• May   17 17.35%
• Jun  13 13.27%
• Jul  11 11.22%
• Mar  9 9.18%
• Dec  9 9.18%
• Sep  8 8.16%
• Feb  7 7.14%
• Oct  7 7.14%
• Aug  6 6.12%
• Nov  5 5.10%
• Apr  4 4.08%
• Jan  2 2.04%

Those athletes born directly after the cutoff date do enjoy the biological advantage. Source: Fotosearch.com 
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Outliers  (Continued)

Again, if we look at the three month period 
that directly follows the Zone cutoff date (Apr-
Jun) those athletes still account for 345 of 
all Speedo qualifiers, and nearly 46% if we 
add the following month of July. And, once 
again, if we look at the three month period 
leading up to the Zone cutoff (Jun-Mar), 
those athletes account for only 18% of all 
the qualifiers, and only 275 if we add the 
previous month of December. At this point 
in a swimmer’s career, particularly a female 
swimmer’s career, we would have expected 
the biological gap between the athletes to 
play a much more minor role than it did at the 
Zone level. And yet, these trends continue to 
show themselves.

The question we need to answer is why 
this appears at all levels of competition. The 
answer may be in something referred to as 
the “Matthew Effect” names after a verse in 
the bible which reads; “For unto everyone 
that hath shall be given, and he shall have 
abundance. But from him that hath not shall 
be taken away even that which he hath.” 
Essentially, the “Matthew Effect” refers to 
society’s tendency to reward those who are 
successful with a series of advantages which 
lead to further success. (Gladwell, 2008) The 
“Matthew Effect” is closely tied to the three 
factors initially identified by Barnsely which 
facilitate this phenomenon. I believe that most 
of our focus needs to be given to the third 
factor, which is a differentiated experience. 

As mentioned earlier, although there is 
some degree of selection involved in age 
group swimming, and perhaps some small 
degree of streaming I believe those two 
factors to be barely present and negligible 
for the purposes of this discussion. This 
leaves differentiated experience bearing 
the brunt of the responsibility for these 
trends. In the age group hockey example, 
the differentiated experience was a result 
of “talented” players being physically 
placed in separate training programs by 
way of all-star teams and the like. In USA 
Swimming, however, the experience of 
each swimmer is largely dependent on 
the club they elect to swim with. Where, 
then, does the experience of a successful 
young swimmer differ from one who is not 
as successful so much so that it puts them 
in a better position to succeed at a higher 
level for the rest of their career? Although 
it will be extremely unpopular to suggest, 

the obvious answer is that they are treated 
differently by their coaches. 

I think that we would all like to say that we 
treat every swimmer who comes through 
out program, with exactly the same amount 
of enthusiasm and give them all the same 
amount of attention. In an ideal world, 
perhaps this is the way it would be, but no 
coach can honestly say that is the case, 
even if it is their intention. Of course I can 
only speak for myself with any real degree of 
certainty, but I think the fact of the matter is 
that we as coaches pour more of ourselves 
into those swimmers who reciprocate our 
effort and enthusiasm. The swimmers who 
show up excited to be at practice, eager to 
improve, and ready to listen will generally 
command more attention than the swimmers 
who come in to swim a perfunctory workout 
every day. This is where the “Matthew 
Effect” comes into play. 

Imagine, for a moment, a 10 year old girl 
born on May 1st. At the end of the SCY 
season she qualifies for the Zone team 
due in large part to the fact that she is up 
to 11 months older and more developed 
than most of her counterparts in the 
LSC. She gets to travel to another state 
with a group of elite level swimmers with 
whom she quickly makes friends with. 
She represents her LSC at the meet and 
makes finals in several events. Overall it is 
a fantastic experience.  

Is it too much to suppose that a young person 
who has had this type of experience will have 
a desire to qualify for this meet again so that 
they are able to travel with their newfound 
group of friends and be amidst the excitement 
of a Zone Championship?

Is it too much to suppose that a swimmer 
who wants to continue to have these types 
of experiences might work a little bit harder 
and show a little bit more interest at practice?

Is it too much to suppose that a coach who 
sees a swimmer putting in extra effort and 
paying closer attention and showing a greater 
desire to improve at practice might put a little 
extra effort into coaching that swimmer?

And is it too much to suppose that a swimmer 
who receives a little extra attention from 
the coach every single day is more likely to 
continue to succeed and qualify for more 

championship level meets and become even 
more determined to improve, leading to even 
more attention and opportunities?

By virtue of their date of birth they are 
provided with a vastly superior experience 
over the course of their entire career 
compared to somebody who might have 
been born in January or February. This is the 
definition of the “Matthew Effect”; a series of 
accumulated advantages which breed further 
success, even though the initial advantage 
may have had nothing to do with the athlete 
themselves. It is the reason that 40% of Major 
Junior A Hockey players have birthdays that 
fall between January and March, and, in my 
estimation, the reason that nearly 46% of 
Niagara’s female Speedo Sectional qualifiers 
are born between April and July. 

Obviously there are many limitations to this 
informal study, and I certainly don’t pretend 
to have any final solutions. This is simply 
something that caught my attention and 
became more and more fascinating to me 
as I continued to look into it. Perhaps these 
trends don’t exist in other Zones or even in 
the neighboring LSCs.

I have no way of knowing. If it does, then 
maybe someday there will be concrete 
data on this topic on a large scale. I thin 
only then, the dialogue concerning how to 
improve a system which sees nearly a third 
of its participants grossly underrepresented 
at championship meets can begin. I hope 
that at the very least, this article might spark 
some curiosity and prompt others to look at 
their own LSCs and their own programs to 
see if these trends exist elsewhere. Perhaps 
it will even prompt some to assess their 
own approach to coaching, especially as 
it pertains to those athletes who are not 
fortunate enough to be born in those magical 
months of April, May, June, or July. 

Charlie Dragon joined SwimMAC in October 
of 2008. Prior to coming to SwimMAC, 
Charlie was an age group coach from 2006 
to 2008 at the Fanwood Scotch-Plains YMCA 
in New Jersey. He has also proudly coached 
summer league for 11 years. Charlie has a 
Bachelor’s Degree from Rutgers University, 
and a Master’s Degree in Philosophy from the 
City University of New York Graduate Center. 
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AN iSSUe CoMiNG bACk
tO the usA swimming hOuse Of delegAtes
by john Leonard

I appreciate that Chuck Weilgus is unfailingly 
positive about USA Swimming. I mean that 
very sincerely. 

I, on the other hand, find myself considerably 
disturbed that the HOD rejected the motion 
from the governance committee to re-order 
the days of the convention (beginning in 
2019!!!) in order to allow our University 
coaches to attend and contribute to the 
House of Delegates.

By my count, exactly two coaches who have 
been Olympic Coaches in the past 16 years 
were present at this year’s HOD. And both 
were there to speak to this issue and were 
not allowed to do so by The Chair, who cut off 
debate with them at the microphone (a display 
of nastiness I have not seen the like of in 
quite some time….surprising to me from that 
individual, who is actually a model of fairness).

I might be off in my count, but our very best, 
most elite coaches, are NOT at convention 
right now, except sometimes for a showing 
at Steering where a very modest number of 
people see them and hear them. 

We are about to Build, Promote and 
Achieve, are we not? Not BUILD, 
PROMOTE, and achieve. 

I wonder where our organization would be 

without our continued OLYMPIC SUCCESS. 
IF our organization is taking this for granted, we 
need a collective lesson in swimming history, 
looking specifically at our friends down under. 
IT IS NOT AUTOMATIC. Not even for us, and 
we’d have to be pretty stupid to screw up our 
advantages….but we can do it, apparently. 

One way to screw it up, is to become more 
insulated, isolated, and listen to any more 
of this crap about us being solely a “grass 
roots” organization. We are a NATIONAL 
GOVERNING BODY. Grass roots to Elite and 
including all. It seems MANY at the convention, 
who are paid by their LSCs to attend, seem to 
think we are all about the grassroots.

Right now, at our very BEST AND 
BRIGHTEST are effectively removed from 
out HOD decision making by the need to 
keep their jobs and be present for football/
recruiting Saturdays. And they are now 
removed essentially through 2020. The 
soonest we could have our best and 
brightest in attendance is 2021, IF we get 
this changed next year. 

We have essentially rejected our Olympic 
coaches from our think tank, and their potential 
huge influence over important decisions 
there. Is this how a first class organization 
operates? With complete respect to Chuck, 
I agree that USA Swimming is the flagship of 

Olympic Sports in the USA. BUT, this sort of 
decision and the process it implies, will take 
us down from that lofty perch unless others 
are even more backward than we are (which 
I acknowledge may be possible). 

This is no small problem and if we think it is, 
we’re in trouble. The best organizations in 
the world ALL include their best thinkers in 
decision making, and “protect their rebels” 
who bring new ideas to their organization. 

We have good thinkers “as we are”. But if 
we honor and value achievement then we 
need to find a way to include our “best and 
brightest” (among them our collegiate and 
Olympic coaches) in our decision making and 
discussions at HOD. 

This “small thing” has huge long term 
consequences. It has the potential to do 
what our opponents alone cannot do…
defeat the USA in the international swim 
arena. And if we lose there, in a decade or 
so, that “grass roots” organization will be 
significantly smaller and the cycle will get 
worse and worse. 

Get out Best coaches back into the HOD. IT’s 
worth the inconveniences to a few. 

BUILD, PROMOTE, ACHIEVE. Let’s honor all 
three. JL 

CuLTuRE
by john Leonard

The following is an email I recently sent to 
our team. I thought perhaps some other folks 
would enjoy it. 

All the Best, JL

Good Day All, 

One of the most important things in any 
organization is “Creating the Culture” and 
guarding the same...

I want to comment specifically about how 
EACH CHILD relates to their teammates 
today. SwimFast is about RESPECT and 
SUPPORT. I call the athletes “ladies and 
gentlemen” and expect them to behave 
in conjunction with that. I consider this of 
the utmost importance. When correction is 
needed, our coaches correct the inappropriate 
ACT, not “correct the child”.

One of the most POWERFUL influences 
on Team Culture is lane talk. That’s the 
conversation that goes on at water level 
between swimmers that is just below the level 

of hearing (usually) of the Coach (in my case, 
my hearing is so poor that i may miss a lot...like 
a cannon going off...sorry). That conversation 
can either be SUPPORTIVE and POSITIVE, 
or it can be cutting and mean and unpleasant. 
In many aspects of their lives, children are 
exposed to people who think it is “cool” to put 
someone down, and naturally, being children, 
they “try on” that model for size. If no one 
corrects them, they will adopt it. (Indicative of 
poor leadership by any adults who observe it.)

ON OUR TEAM, I WILL TOLERATE 
SUPPORTIVE AND POSITIVE. Anyone not 
conforming to that will be educated, perhaps 
given a couple of chances and then asked to 
leave if they persist. 

One of my favorite expressions with teenagers 
is, “You don’t have to love one another, but 
you DO have to act towards each other with 
RESPECT.” It’s true for ALL our athletes, 
regardless of age. 

Each athlete will only become as good as 

those around them. This is true in every aspect 
from athletic success to building excellent 
character. Thus they are DEPENDENT on 
their teammates. HENCE, when we put our 
hands in a pile for a cheer, we actually touch 
each other, SYMBOLIC of what we do every 
day in practice... TOUCH EACH OTHER, 
(in either a positive way or negative way) 
I am ALWAYS touched in a positive way by 
coaching your children. 

I don’t know if we had any problems with our 
athletes with this issue or not... (Lane talk) but 
i want you as parents to understand where we 
stand and PLEASE help educate your own 
children likewise. 

The ONLY conversation around our team 
will be SUPPORTIVE AND POSITIVE. 
Anything else will be immediately corrected. 
This lesson, if not learned, is indicative that 
the child needs to be elsewhere. Our team 
environment is not to be compromised.

Thanks for reading, please share. JL
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geOrge BlOck:
”HUMiLity & tHe CoMMoN CAUSe”
by John Leonard

In early September, I asked WSCA 
President and ex-ASCA President George 
Block to have dinner with our ASCA Staff 
and give a non-staff view the value of the 
American Swimming Coaches Association. 
George, as is usual, was brilliant and 
inspiring. Hereafter, I have taken George’s 
notes and attempted to reproduce them as 
a written piece. Any brilliance belongs to 
George, any mistakes, to me.

A Common Cause…

The ASCA Coach refuses to be satisfied 
with the status quo. ASCA feeds that 
dissatisfaction, and gives the coach the 
tools to act. ASCA Coaches lead the way 
for other coaches to follow. ASCA helps 
them to find their way and BECOME 
LEADERS of our profession.

Leadership can be Lonely:

• ASCA creates connection, to ASCA Staff, 
to the Board, to materials and information, 
and most especially, to other like-minded 
coaches.

• ASCA creates connection to a common 
Vision, networking, training, resources, 
and each other.

• ASCA promises to BE THERE. It provides 
proven strategies and innovations that 
will work for you as they have for others. 
Creating change takes tools. ASCA is 
there, with those tools for each coach who 
chooses to use them.

RISK

ASCA Coaches take risks, make sacrifices 
and do whatever it takes to do WHAT 
MATTERS, and transform both children and 
families though the exposure to high quality 
coaching. ASCA serves those coaches who 
take those risks.

One of the Pathways:

A Mentor tells you to join ASCA.

• You get newsletters and magazines to wet 
your appetite to learn.

• You go to a local clinic and find others who 
want to learn.

• You go to the World Clinic, for inspiration, 
aspiration and education.

• You learn to contribute to help others grow 
as coaches and people.

• You commit to contribution.

• You lead. Locally, nationally, internationally.

HUMILITY IS WHAT SEPARATES AN ASCA 
COACH.

Humility makes the Great, even Greater.

Humility is COMMON SENSE. None of us is 
an expert on everything. What we don’t know 
and can’t do, far exceeds what we can do, 
and do know.

Humility is Magnetic! We are each more 
attracted to those who are great AND 

HUMBLE, than to those who know it and 
insist on “showing it.”

Humility is Fertile. The proud person learns 
less and more slowly and poorly than the 
humble person. Humble people seek/accept 
criticism in order to get better. Accurate 
criticism is the fast track to improvement.

Humility is Persuasive. (Aristotle – Logos, 
Pathos, Ethos.) Ethos is the character of 
the persuader. Humble people become the 
trusted leaders, because the most believable 
person is the person who has YOUR (not his) 
best interests at heart.

Humility is Inspiring! (Jim Collins in Good 
to Great talked about professional Will and 
Personal Humility) When great leaders are 
aloof or unapproachable, you may admire 
them, but you won’t want to Be them.

In EVERY speech given by EVERY member 
of the ASCA Hall of Fame, the quality of 
humility is front and center, obvious. They 
each recall what they owe to their professional 
mentors, professional fathers/mothers and 
to each and every person they worked with, 
coached or taught. HUMILITY is the common 
cause and common touchstone of those who 
don’t “know it all.” And THEY are the ones 
who wind up in the Hall of Fame.

Thank You George Block for an accurate and 
inspired and inspiring picture of who ASCA is 
as a community of coaches. Wise words to 
lead us forward.

All the Best, JL
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SuPER AChIEVERS’ SuPER POWER:

humility
by Camille Sweeney and josh gosfield

The very concept of humility can make us 
queasy. In this self-promotional era of social 
media flaunting and positive thinking, to 
be humble can seem at best to put us at a 
competitive disadvantage, at worst, to seem 
hollow. As Jane Austen put it, “Nothing is more 
deceitful than the appearance of humility.”

To understand humility, it’s helpful to first 
take a look at its lesser twin, pride. Not the 
kind of pride in which we maintain a healthy 
self-regard or feel satisfaction in a job well 
done, but the excessive pride of an inflated 
sense of self. What 17th-century philosopher 
Spinoza described as, “thinking more highly 
of oneself than is just.”

In Christian teachings pride was condemned 
as one of the Seven Deadly Sins, but 
according to modern research, it is the result 
of a dizzying array of cognitive distortions 
from illusory superiority to egocentrism, 
including a host of skewed tricks of the mind 
such as the confirmation bias, hindsight 
bias, overconfidence phenomenon and 
gambler’s fallacy. Numerous studies have 
shown that we construct and reconstruct our 
opinions, memories and self-worth relative 
to others in order to flatter ourselves. In 
other words, pride is our default setting, 
causing us to warp the raw data of reality 
in order to convince ourselves that we are 
better than we actually are.

But pride and humility are sibling traits of 
self-evaluation. How prideful or humble 
we are affects how we rate ourselves, our 
accomplishments and failures, and ultimately 
how we assess our place in the world. 
To exaggerate our faults is as inaccurate 
a self-appraisal as thinking too highly of 
ourselves. June Price Tangney, a psychology 
professor and leading researcher of moral 
emotions and cognitions at George Mason 
University describes what she considers to 
be true humility this way: Having the ability 
to acknowledge our mistakes and limitations, 
having an openness to new ideas, and being 
able to maintain a realistic perspective of our 
place in the larger world.

Pride is our default setting, causing us 
to warp the raw data of reality in order to 
convince ourselves that we are better than 
we actually are.

It’s a mindset that allows us to scan for self-
deception and seek out self-truth.

FINDING THE PRIDE-HUMILITY BALANCE

Research hints at why so many of us get 
the pride-humility balance wrong. It’s a 
cognitive imbalance known as the Dunning-
Kruger effect named for the psychologists 
David Dunning and Justin Kruger of Cornell 
University who studied students, medical 
residents, and hunters and concluded that 
the less competent one is at a given skill, the 
more likely he or she is to overinflate their 
level of skill and discount the skill levels of 
others. “People who are unskilled…suffer a 
dual burden,” Drs. Dunning and Kruger note 
in their report. “Not only do these people reach 

erroneous conclusions and make unfortunate 
choices, but their incompetence robs them of 
the metacognitive ability to realize it.”

In other words, incompetence, ignorance and 
pride are of a piece, feeding on each other. 
The good news, Dunning and Kruger say, 
is that, “improving the skills of participants, 
and thus increasing their metacognitive 

Tony Hsieh, CEO of Zappos

Opera superstar Anna Netrebko

Gary Noesner former FBI chief negotiator

Alec Baldwin, Actor
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competence, helped them recognize the 
limitations of their abilities.”

So the better we get at what we do, the more 
understanding we have of those skills and the 
more humble we become about them. That’s 
the hope anyway.

From a book we wrote on success, we 
saw this again and again among the 
high achievers who told us that true 
humility was integral to their success. By 
overcoming their own self-serving biases, 
they were able to process information 
more accurately, which in turn led to better 
decisions, actions, and outcomes:

Gary Noesner former FBI chief negotiator told 
us that despite his decades of experience 
operating in the high-pressure environment of 
FBI hostage negotiation where a split second 
decisions could be a matter of life or death, 
he recognized that he alone was not the 
font of all wisdom. Even though many of the 
members of his team had far less experience, 
in order to challenge his own perception of a 
given situation, Mr. Noesner insisted on their 
input, telling them, “Not only do I want your 

take; I need your take.”

Opera superstar Anna Netrebko, too, was 
emphatic explaining exactly why playing the 
part of a preening, self-absorbed diva does 
not lead to a great performance. From the 
moment she meets cast and crew on a new 
production, Netrebko said, she fosters an 
atmosphere of cooperation and bonhomie. 
“There is so much that can go wrong on 
stage, someone gets sick, gets lost or forgets 
the words,” Ms. Netrebko told us. “No matter 
how big or small your role, you have to be 
attuned to your fellow performers to hold it 
together for each other.”

Tony Hsieh, CEO of Zappos, also readily 
acknowledged his limitations as a leader. 
He put it succinctly when he said, “My 
goal as CEO is to make as few decisions 
as possible. The best decisions are made 
from the ground up.”

And finally, we asked Alec Baldwin about his 
role in the success of 30 Rock. He gave credit 
to the show’s writers and in fact only agreed to 
be interviewed along with the show’s co-head-
writer and show runner Robert Carlock. They 

both credited the show’s success to a vital 
interdependence. Likening their relationship 
to a “singer/songwriter kind of thing.” Mr. 
Baldwin told us, “I’m just getting up there and 
saying the lines they write and giving them 
everything I got.”

While any one individual’s self-serving 
biases can poison the dynamics of a 
group, when people in an organization, 
family, or group practice a truth-seeking 
humility--like Mr. Baldwin and Mr. Carlock-
-the better the chances of their shared 
endeavor being a smash success.

Camille Sweeney and Josh Gosfield are 
the co-authors of The Art of Doing: How 
Superachievers Do What They Do and How 
They Do It Well. Josh Gosfield and Camille 
Sweeney teamed up to write “The Art of 
Doing,” which asks today’s most successful 
celebrities, businessmen, and iconoclastic 
achievers, “How do you succeed at what 
you do?” Illuminating, entertaining, and 
profoundly inspiring, you’ll be surprised by 
what you can learn from these original and 
refreshing takes on success.

Super Achievers’ Super Power (Continued)
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Happy Workaholics Need 
boundaries Not balance 
by ed batista

Success is typically a function of our 
passion for work and accomplishment — my 
clients and students are generally “happy 
workaholics” who love what they do and wish 
there were more hours in the day to get things 
done. (I view myself this way as well.) The 
concept of life/work balance isn’t that helpful 
for us, because there’s always more work to 
do, we’re eager to do it, and we wouldn’t have 
it any other way. In some cases, particularly in 
junior roles early in our careers, this tendency 
can be exploited by a dysfunctional culture or 
an uncaring manager, and at those times we 
need to protect ourselves to avoid burnout. 
But as we advance professionally we’re less 
subject to those external forces, and we need 
to protect ourselves primarily from our own 
internal drive.

Here’s one way to think about protecting 
yourself. Years ago my colleague Michael 
Gilbert suggested that we substitute 
“boundaries” for “balance”: while balance 
requires an unsteady equilibrium among the 
various demands on our time and energy, 
boundaries offer a sustainable means of 
keeping things in their proper place. Gilbert 
drew upon his training as a biologist in his 
definition of healthy boundaries: “Just as 
functional membranes (letting the right things 

through and keeping the wrong things out) 
facilitate the healthy interaction of the cells 
of our bodies, so do functional personal 
boundaries facilitate the healthy interaction 
of the various parts of our lives. Bad 
boundaries lead to either being overwhelmed 
or withdrawal. Good boundaries lead to 
wholeness and synergy.”

What does this look like in practice? What 
types of boundaries do we need?

Temporal boundaries designate certain 
times exclusively for family, friends, 
exercise, and other non-work pursuits. Note 
that I’m talking not about balance but about 
boundaries; the amount of undisturbed time 
we preserve for certain activities will vary 
and may be quite small, but what matters 
is that we create and maintain a functional 
boundary around that time.

Physical boundaries ensure that we get out of 
our offices and workplaces at regular intervals 
and create actual distance between us and 
our work (which includes not only the office 
itself but also all our professional tools and 
artifacts–laptops, tablets, phones, papers, 
everything.) Again, the question is not about 
balancing the two worlds, but establishing 
boundaries to create the needed separation.

Cognitive boundaries help us resist the 
temptation to think about work and focus 
our attention on the people or activity at 
hand.  This is by no means an easy task, 
particularly given that so much in our work 
environment is designed to capture our 
attention (email alerts, message reminders, 
innumerable blinking lights and flashing 
icons). Recognizing when our attention is 
being held hostage by work and turning it 
elsewhere requires persistent, dedicated 
effort, but it yields substantial rewards, in part 
because our focused attention is one of our 
greatest resources. (And one reason I often 
recommend meditation is an improved ability 
to control where we direct our attention.)

This subtle shift – eschewing balance and 
establishing boundaries – isn’t easy work, 
but it’s worthwhile in trying to protect us from 
ourselves.

Ed Batista (@edbatista) is an executive 
coach and an Instructor at the Stanford 
Graduate School of Business. He writes 
regularly on issues related to coaching and 
professional development at edbatista.com, 
he contributed to the HBR Guide to Coaching 
Your Employees, and is currently writing a 
book on self-coaching for HBR Press.
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facilities.  Give us a call today for a free, no obligation quotation and ideas on how to solve your pool problems.
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Winter Is Coming...
Avoid the Spring Rush and Renovate Your Pool This Fall.

Don’t wait until Spring like everyone else to try to schedule 
your pool renovation for a Memorial Day completion.  
Involve RenoSys early in your pool construction or  

renovation planning. We’re taking reservations now for  
Fall renovations. You’ll receive priority scheduling, huge  
savings, superior products, creative ideas, and state-of- 

the-art technology.  Call 1-800-783-7005 for more  
information or visit: renosys.com/game-changers

Schedule Now for 
Fall Renovation


