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Innovation and the Future of Swimming Coaching: Part 2 
by David Pyne, Ph.D., FACSM 

 
Question from Bill Sweetenham 
 
Given all that we have heard through this Zoom phase of our coaching life, where is the science 
innovation coming from in sport?  Where will advantages be gained?  Do we, as coaches, need 
to address our education and thinking?  Are we, as coaches, getting the best of the athletes in 
our care?  Are we developing winning points of difference in the strength and conditioning aspect 
of the athlete?  Am I right in my philosophy and applied individualization and specialization 
principles?  Psychologically, have we, as coaches, provided an advantage for all the athletes in 
our care? 
   
How do we test all of the above?  Do we need to test?  WHERE IS THE BREAKTHROUGH GOING 
TO COME FROM?  ARE WE TRAVELING BLIND ON ASSUMPTIONS FROM EXPERIENCE-BASED 
KNOWLEDGE/KNOWLEDGE-BASED EXPERIENCE?  After 50 years of assumed and gathered 
knowledge, I want to know that which I don’t know?  How many athletes did we coach who 
achieved their optimal performance?  Are you sure?)  HOW CAN WE DO IT BETTER?  
 
Bill Sweetenham, AM, Churchill Fellow 
 
Answer from Tom Vandenbogaerde, PhD 
 
Hi Bill,  
 
Great to hear from you.  These are my first thoughts on your questions. 

• If you want something to improve, then you must work on it. 
o A simple example: If you don’t work on underwater kicking, it won’t improve. 

▪ What are the essential elements of a race, and how often does one work 
on it? 

▪ How often does one work on it with intent and with knowledge of how to 
improve it? 

o Another example. How often does one practice a start? And how do you improve 
a start at the pool and in the gym?  

▪ How many do the work and develop a strategy aiming for individual 
perfection?  

▪ A great start comes with an opportunity for increased momentum.   
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o Sport Science  
▪ Sport Science can assist here, but often, we spread them too thinly.  
▪ We ask them to work on projects/tasks that have little importance.   
▪ Working many hours vs. working effectively?  Ideally both.   
▪ Both coaches and sport science can have a much better common 

understanding here – opportunity.   
▪ Specific tasks, focused on the important, only with athletes that show 

ability and drive to deliver.   
o Physiology  

▪ One needs to stress systems regularly to cause stimulus for change. 
▪ Physiological adaptations need to happen onto great swim technique and 

skill, though some physiological stress can occur through cross-training.  
▪ Bear in mind that a 12-year-old with excellent swim technique will likely 

beat a bodybuilder, or an elite marathon runner with huge VO2 max, in 
any swim race. 

o Questions: 
▪ What are the technical/physiological/psychological demands of the 

individual’s competition schedule? 
▪ How often does one practice specific elements within a training week?   
▪ Does one prepare an athlete for an event or a schedule?   
▪ The fitter an athlete is, the faster they’ll recover and handle backing up 

from one race to another. 
▪ Does a program make an athlete tired or better?   
▪ What does better mean?   

• How do we measure improvement?  
▪ Warm-up.   

• What does it mean to be ready to race?  Warm muscles?  Make it 
simple and effective.  50m swim races might not need any 
swimming as part of the warm-up.   

• How often does a program practice racing after a 20-min lag 
between pool warm-up and quality work? 

• Physiology Testing  
▪ We can’t just open people and look at how they’ve changed inside, but 
▪ We can observe how fast they swim when causing high stress to a specific 

energy system; and 
▪ We can observe how fast athletes recover from this high stress. 
▪ Non-invasive testing is something for the future. It’ll be fantastic for a 

physiologist to measure mitochondrial density, blood volume, muscular 
glycogen content, swim-propulsive muscle fiber-type, etc., non-invasively.  
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These elements will enhance our understanding of how different athletes 
are within and how they change within.   

▪ Testing how fast athletes swim when causing high physiological stress to a 
relevant system will always be important in swimming. 

• Different ways to improve athletes.  
o (analogy) A painter uses many different colors.  Some athletes need a bit more red 

than blue, though they might need a bit more blue at some points, and at some 
point, they may need no blue.   

o Coaching is a combination of science and art.   
o Just painting black and white probably won’t work or will have its limits. 

• Strength & Conditioning  
o What elements of strength and conditioning are essential?   
o When we achieve clarity here, what does that mean for the individual?   
o What work does the athlete do consistently to achieve perfection in those areas 

in preparation for major events? 
• Individualization  

o Individualization is a huge consideration and opportunity.  
o The understanding of the team and racing each other is essential too. 

• Training Partners 
o Finding the right training partners is a huge opportunity.   
o It is something that we neglect.  
o Attitude as well as continuous challenge.   
o Find people that push boundaries and that show a great attitude.   

• Innovation   
o It’s a word/concept that many people love, though innovation can often be a 

distraction from the important.   
o Look for innovation that will improve the work on the important.   

▪ (example) When we have the perfect heart-rate monitor, how will people 
use it appropriately in the sport of swimming to enhance performance? 

▪ Many new apps and tools.   
• How to see the forest through the trees  
• What are we looking for, and how, and why? 

• Tools  
o (example) ‘breaststroke’ fins for butterfly – to increase awareness and emphasis 

of both kicks in butterfly.   
o See where an athlete can improve and be a teacher, driving improvement, 

together with the athlete. 
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• Menstruation   
o Some female athletes should probably go on aerobic training for a few days in 

the cycle (no quality work during this time).   
o What is the current awareness?   
o How does the periodic cycle affect an athlete in terms of performance?   
o If it does affect the athlete, how do we make sure it doesn’t affect what we want 

to achieve in training and competition? 
• Breathing  

o Breathing affects physiology and biomechanics/velocity.   
o What effect do breathing patterns have on the individual?   
o How do coaches and athletes perfect breathing for a particular race? 
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The Inner Game of Tennis: Lessons on the Psychology of High 

Performance 
By Nick Wignall 

https://nickwignall.com/inner-game-of-tennis/?ck_subscriber_id=808332602 

The Inner Game of Tennis has got to be one of the strangest books on personal growth and 

success I have ever encountered. 

Ostensibly written as a guide to improving your tennis game, it is really a manually on mental 

mastery and high achievement. 

The core argument of the book is that at the highest levels of performance, it is not technical, 

domain-specific skills that determine who succeed and who does not. Everyone who gets to the 

top of their field has already mastered most of these technical skills. 

Instead, the best of the best are able to achieve and sustain peak performance and excellence 

because they’ve learned to master what the author calls “The Inner Game.” 

Through the disciplined development of our mental habits, we allow our fullest potential and 

ability to express itself without interference or constraint. Thus, to master your work in any 

area, you must learn first to master your own mind. 

What follows is a collection of quotations from the book followed by my own brief thoughts 

and reflections on them. 

On Mastery 

Neither mastery nor satisfaction can be found in the playing of any game without 

giving some attention to the relatively neglected skills of the inner game. This is the 

game that takes place in the mind of the player, and it is played against such obstacles 

as lapses in concentration, nervousness, self-doubt, and self-condemnation. In short, it 

is played to overcome all habits of mind which inhibit excellence in performance. 

https://nickwignall.com/inner-game-of-tennis/?ck_subscriber_id=808332602
https://www.amazon.com/Inner-Game-Tennis-Classic-Performance/dp/0679778314
https://nickwignall.com/cognitive-model/
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Most of us do not even know there is an inner game being played, much less that we’re losing 

badly. Time to suit up. 

On Potential 

When we plant a rose seed in the earth, we notice that it is small, but we do not 

criticize it as “rootless and stemless.” We treat it as a seed, giving it the water and 

nourishment required of a seed. When it first shoots up out of the earth, we do not 

condemn it as immature and underdeveloped; nor do we criticize the buds for not 

being open when they appear. We stand in wonder at the process taking place and 

give the plant the care it needs at each stage of its development. The rose is a rose 

from the time it is a seed to the time it dies. Within it, at all times, it contains its whole 

potential. It seems to be constantly in the process of change; yet at each state, at each 

moment, it is perfectly all right as it is. 

Imagine how your life might be different if you really believed and regularly reminded yourself 

of the following: 

I have inside me, at all times, my whole potential. 

On Letting Go 

Letting go of judgments does not mean ignoring errors. It simply means seeing events 

as they are and not adding to them. 

I suspect a big reason many people have a hard time with concepts 

like acceptance, mindfulness, and non-judgment is that they imagine these terms imply a kind 

of passivity and weakness. But nothing could be further from the truth. 

Choosing to see reality for what it is without projecting our own baggage onto it is practically a 

superpower. 
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On Effort 

The secret to winning any game lies in not trying too hard. 

As a rule, I think effort is more important in practice than performance. 

Applying lots of deliberate practice and effort when you are learning a skill tends to pay off. But 

when it comes to using the skill in a real-world situation, effort tends to interfere with what you 

have already learned and know. 

On Self-Judgment 

It is interesting to see how the judgmental mind extends itself. It may begin by 

complaining, “What a lousy serve,” then extend to “I’m serving badly today.” After a 

few more “bad” serves, the judgment may become further extended to “I have a 

terrible serve.” The “I’m a lousy tennis player,” and finally, “I’m no good.” First the 

mind judges the event, then groups events, then identifies with the combined event 

and finally judges itself. 

This is why it is essential to learn how to quickly catch and redirect negative self-talk. If it goes 

unchecked, this vicious cycle of self-judgment and shame it produces quickly becomes so 

massive that it is hard to escape from. 

As an old professor of mine used to say: Falling off the wagon is not the problem; it’s the 

wallowing around in the mud that kills you. Cultivate awareness of your own self-talk so you 

can nip it in the bud. 

On Bad Habits 

It is difficult to break a habit when there is no adequate replacement for it. 

A corollary of this is that it is surprisingly easy to break bad habits and establish positive ones 

when you have a meaningful, rewarding, clearly defined vision for an alternative habit that 

meets the same needs as the old one in a healthier, more productive way. 

https://nickwignall.com/cognitive-restructuring/


World Swimming Coaches 
Association 

 

Bonus points if you also have a well-thought-out system for maintaining your new pattern of 

behavior. 

On Labels 

Judgmental labels usually lead to emotional reactions and then to tightness, trying too 

hard, self-condemnation, etc. This process can be slowed by using descriptive but 

nonjudgmental words to describe the events you see. 

For performance to approach potential, get out of your own way and allow your hard-won 

talent to shine through. 

Of course, easier said than done. When we are in the mental habit of judgmental self-talk, it 

can feel more like something that happens to us rather than something we have control over. 

Rather than trying to stop or eliminate this judgmental self-talk, crowd it out with simple 

observation and description. 

On Positive Thinking 

It is impossible to judge one event as positive without seeing other evens as not 

positive or as negative. 

Positive thinking is still judgmental thinking. And while it may briefly feel good because it is 

positive, we easily slip from one form of judgment to another. 

Why not stop judging all together and simply notice things as they are, yourself included? 

On Identity 

If a mother identifies with every fall of her child and takes personal pride in every 

success, her self-image will be as unstable as her child’s balance. 

Be careful where you choose to invest your identity and sense of self. 

https://nickwignall.com/negative-self-talk/
https://nickwignall.com/ordinary-mindfulness/
https://nickwignall.com/ordinary-mindfulness/
https://nickwignall.com/identity-diversification/
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Anything outside of your direct control is generally a poor vehicle for identity investment—

other people, specific feelings, money, fame. 

Better identity investment vehicles include hard work, kindness, curiosity, learning, generosity, 

and the like. 

On Inner Peace 

The best way to quiet the mind is not by telling it to shut up, or by arguing with it, or 

criticizing it for criticizing you. Fighting the mind does not work. What works best is 

learning how to focus it. 

You have probably heard the phrase: What we resist persists. The question is: Okay, I will stop 

resisting… now what? 

It is not enough to simply move our attention away from an unproductive line of thinking like 

arguing with our own thoughts. We must become skilled in the art of redirecting our 

attention to something more valuable and productive. This has two parts: 

1. Have some appealing alternative objects of attention at hand. Cultivate objects of 

attention that lead to peace rather than stress. Hobbies are good. 

2. Practice the “move” of moving your attention from one object to another. Cultivate 

an attention training regimen. 

On Competition 

The need to prove yourself is based on insecurity and self-doubt. Only to the extent 

that one is unsure about who and what he is does he need to prove himself. 

Here is a paradox of high-performance psychology: the less your identity is on the line while 

performing, the better you will perform. The threat of damaging our identity always interferes 

with performance. 

Leave your self on the sidelines. 

https://nickwignall.com/how-to-start-a-mindfulness-practice/
https://nickwignall.com/how-to-start-a-mindfulness-practice/
https://nickwignall.com/mindfulness-meditation-practice/
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On Concentration 

The greatest lapses in concentration come when we allow our minds to project what is 

about to happen or dwell on what has already happened. 

The capacity for mental time travel is arguably our species’ most profound gift and mental 

advantage. Because we can remember the past and imagine the future, we are capable of 

tremendous feats. It also opens us up to worry, rumination, and distraction. 

For the sake of your mental health and your productivity, practice holding your attention in the 

here and now. 

On Control 

Stability grows as I learn to accept what I cannot control and take control of what I 

can. 

The whole point of practice and preparation is that our minds and bodies learn how to achieve 

our desired goals and outcomes. For high-achievers, poor preparation and lack of effort are 

rarely the problems. Instead, we sabotage ourselves by trying too hard and interfering with 

what we’ve already trained ourselves to accomplish. 

This misapplication of effort is fundamentally a problem of control. To reach the highest 

echelons of achievement, we must be willing to release control and trust ourselves. 

On Focus 

Since the mind seems to have a will of its own, how can one learn to keep it present? 

By practice. There is no other way. Every time your mind starts to leak away, simply 

bring it gently back. 

Whenever I talk about the importance of training your attention to stay focused on one object 

and to gently return it to that object when you have become distracted, I invariably get the 

following response: Yeah, yeah, sounds great. But how do I actually do it? 

https://nickwignall.com/why-we-worry/
https://nickwignall.com/depression-habits/
https://nickwignall.com/high-quality-distractions/
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People want some kind of secret tip or trick or hack to improve their attentional abilities and 

focus. Which is like saying: Yeah, but how do I actually get on the treadmill and start running? 

On Keeping Your Head 

The most indispensable tool for human beings in modern times is the ability to remain 

calm in the midst of rapid and unsettling changes. Inner stability is achieved not by 

burying one’s head in the sand at the sight of danger, but by querying the ability to 

see the true nature of what is happening and to respond appropriately. 

Observation is the first step in the Scientific Method for a reason: theorizing, analyzing, and 

most other forms of thinking tend to be misguided without a little data first. 

On Winning 

Wining is overcoming obstacles to reach a goal, but the value in winning is only as 

great as the value of the goal reached. 

Goals without strategy are worthless, as are strategies without the right goals. 

Strive to be both tactician and general, technician and CEO, psychologist, and philosopher. 

On Excellence 

Our ability to thrive and succeed in any realm is defined by our capacity to form relationships. 

And while we can achieve much building relationships with things in the external world—

people, places, objects, knowledge, skills—the development of mastery and achievement of 

excellence requires that we cultivate a relationship with ourselves, with our own minds. 
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What Sports Teach Us About Winning Teams 

We can all learn from athletes and coaches about how teams can 
grow and improve together. 

By Katie Burke 

https://www.inc.com/katie-burke/what-sports-teach-us-about-winning-teams.html 

One thing I have missed deeply during the Covid-19 pandemic is the excitement of live sports. 

But it turns out you do not have to attend a playoff game in person to see amazing teams in 

action: they exist in organizations all around us. Building high-performing teams isn't all that 

different from coaching them, and I believe leaders can learn a lot from following great 

athletes' footsteps--I know I have. 

Below I have outlined three secrets that winning teams have in common, whether they are on 

the baseball diamond, basketball court, or boardroom. 

Winning teams make it safe to fail. 

Google's research on high-performing teams makes it clear that the composition of a team 

matters less than how that team interacts with one another. Specifically, psychological 

safety plays a huge role in performance. Said differently, the best teams actively nurture an 

environment in which people learn from failure and mistakes together versus feeling shame or 

uncertainty. 

A great example from the world of sports is watching how legendary NBA coach Steve Kerr 

connects with All-Star Steph Curry off the court. He identifies positive elements of Curry's play 

even when the scoreboard doesn't reflect it, and praises his confidence shooting even when his 

shooting percentage is off. 

The best teams in the world know you cannot win all the time, and that even your star players 

will have off days. That is why it's important to create systems to normalize failure. All of us can 

be more like Steve Kerr in how we coach and inspire our teammates when things aren't going 

their way. 

https://www.inc.com/katie-burke/what-sports-teach-us-about-winning-teams.html
https://www.inc.com/john-eades/successful-teams-come-from-leaders-who-do-these-5-things.html
https://www.inc.com/justin-bariso/after-years-of-research-google-discovered-secret-weapon-to-building-a-great-team-its-a-lesson-in-emotional-intelligence.html
https://www.inc.com/jessica-stillman/does-your-team-have-psychological-safety-most-important-quality-for-success-just-5-questions-will-tell-you.html
https://www.inc.com/jessica-stillman/does-your-team-have-psychological-safety-most-important-quality-for-success-just-5-questions-will-tell-you.html
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsVHisoLSPM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsVHisoLSPM


World Swimming Coaches 
Association 

 

Winning teams believe in the seemingly impossible.  

Brett Phillips of the Tampa Bay Rays is a career .202 hitter, so very few people bet on him as the 

catalyst for a win this past week. During the recent game, Phillips pinch ran for his teammate in 

the eighth inning and had little hope he would bat when his time came. It turned out, not one 

but two coaches believed in him. Paul Hoover told him he could win the game for them, and 

third base coach Rodney Linares was heard yelling "swing the bat, you can do it!" right before 

his ninth inning plate appearance. Phillips won the game for the Rays with his clutch offense, 

becoming an unlikely hero and tying up the World Series. 

The best teams in the world know the data and challenges ahead of them in any outcome, but 

they also actively believe they can make history together. They aren't afraid to set ambitious 

goals, and it shows in their esprit de corps and ability to be bold in their thinking and approach.  

Winning teams stay tough in the moment.  

I have so much admiration for Des Linden, who, in 2018, became the first American woman to 

win the Boston Marathon in 33 years. When asked about the race, she referenced the 

importance of "enjoy[ing] this step and this mile and this moment" versus anticipating the next 

hill or challenge in her way. Ursula Burns, former CEO of Xerox and current Uber Board 

member, echoed a similar statement from her experience, noting that if you're placed in tough 

situations at work, "don't run away because it's likely one of the best experiences you can 

have." 

No one wishes for adversity, but the best teams and leaders respond with calm confidence and 

acceptance when circumstances are stressful. This year in particular, we've seen what a 

difference compassionate and clear leadership can provide during a global pandemic, so it's 

clearer than ever that we need managers and teams that stay strong but kind when times are 

challenging. 

Even if the only sports I will be watching this year are from my couch, I still look to athletes and 

coaches for inspiration on how teams can grow and improve together, and for commonalities 

amongst winning teams and leaders. The truth is the very best organizations in sports and in  

https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/25/sports/baseball/brett-phillips-rays.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/10/25/sports/baseball/brett-phillips-rays.html
https://www.inc.com/rhett-power/3-steps-for-building-bold-teams-that-dream-big.html
https://www.inc.com/rhett-power/3-steps-for-building-bold-teams-that-dream-big.html
https://www.inc.com/jessica-stillman/3-tips-for-incredible-resilience-from-boston-marathon-champion-des-linden.html
http://www.businessinsider.com/xerox-ceo-ursula-burns-shares-best-advice-2015-9
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business make it safe to fail, believe in the impossible, and stay tough and calm when the stakes 

are high or challenging. Those are lessons we can all apply, even without the roar of a crowd. 

Preview YouTube video Beautiful coaching moments between Steve Kerr and Stephen Curry! 

 

 

Beautiful coaching moments between Steve Kerr and Stephen Curry! 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsVHisoLSPM&authuser=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsVHisoLSPM&authuser=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsVHisoLSPM&authuser=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsVHisoLSPM&authuser=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TsVHisoLSPM&authuser=4

