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THE POWER OF HABIT IN SWIMMING - PART 1

Swimming is all about habits. I?m talking all about habits. Every 
single thing you do in swimming is a habit. When you:

- take every single freestyle stroke in training.
- stretch after a workout. 
- think about your races before you fall asleep. 
- pack your own bag for the big competition. 
- eat breakfast before the heats. 
- put your goggles on before a race. 
- hear the starting signal sound and dive into the water. 
- nail that turn on every wall, as fast as possible. 
- keep your head down into the finish. 
- hear the whistle signalling to step onto the blocks. 

EVERYTHING in swimming is habit.  

SO WHY ARE HABITS IMPORTANT? 

Habits are important because you can?t rely on motivation and 
willpower every second of every day. In a sport like swimming where 
training is monotonous, you don?t see the light of day in December 
or January, and you know every square inch of that black line on the 
bottom of the pool by the end of the Saturday morning session, it is 
difficult to be motivated every moment of the season. 

Even the top athletes in the world can?t tap into that motivation at 
will. If you could, habits wouldn?t matter. But you can?t. So habits do 
matter. I would argue that your success in swimming is simply the 
sum of your habits. The result of every race you swim is the sum of 
your habits. It?s that simple. 

The sheer amount of time you spend performing habits is reason 

enough to make sure you understand how to apply the power of 
habit to swimming. In fact, according to some studies habits account 
for about 40 percent of everything you do on any given day. So, let?s 
examine a few things about habits over the next few weeks? . 

PART 1 -  WHY TRYING TO FORM A GOOD HABIT OFTEN FAILS

SO WHAT IS A HABIT (GOOD OR BAD) AND HOW IS IT FORMED? 

Before we dive into what makes sticking to a good habit so difficult, 
let?s dissect the formation of a habit. Fortunately for you (and me), 
people have researched this stuff. In fact, there is a great book 
called The Power of Habit, in which Charles Duhigg breaks down the 
habit formation process. It?s a 3 step 'Habit Loop'. Duhigg and many 
other behavioural psychologists argue that every habit  you have 
follows t h is 3-st ep pat t ern :  

The Cue ? a trigger that prompts your habit behaviour 

The Rout ine ? the habit behaviour itself 

The 'Reward' ? the result of doing the habit behaviour. In quotes 
because this could be a good or bad result. 
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Keep this habit cycle in mind as we talk about why trying to form a 
good habit often fails. I will reference this in parts 2 and 3 of this 
series, so it?s key to understand this 3 step process. The cue, the 
routine, and the reward. 

SO WHY DO HABITS FAIL? 

It ?s alm ost  2017. Soon, everyone and their mother will have a long 
list of New Year?s resolutions ready to go for January 1st. The sad 
truth is that close to 85% of these resolutions fail. This is a great 
statistic because we can extrapolate to say, more than 8 times out of 
10, when you try to adopt a new 'good' habit, you revert back to the 
'bad' habit. Why? 

1. Too m uch ? You set yourself up for failure when you try to 
change too much at once. It?s hard enough to change one 
thing. Any more than that is biting off more than you can 
chew. Mentally, you can?t change your stroke, your pre-race 
routine, your eating habits, your work ethic in the gym, your 
meditation routine, and your logging methods all at the 
same time. It?s just not possible. 

2. Too big ? Frustration takes over when the habit you try to 
change first is too big. This is different than the ?too much? 
reason above. For example, if you?re trying to get into a 
good stretching routine for recovery every night before bed, 
a good place to start would be to hold a quad stretch for 20 
seconds. That?s it.

3. Not  underst anding addit ive changes ? It?s hard to trust 
the process. It takes a tremendous amount of mental 
discipline to buy into the fact that small changes add up to 
make a big difference. You are naturally inclined to get 
greedy and chase a big achievement instead of relying on 
small methodical changes. 

4. St ar t ing w it h t he goal or  result  ? When you start by 
defining the goal, you?re focusing on the reward (outcome), 
not the cue or the actual habit behaviour (process).

Hint: remember the 3 step habit forming cycle above?

Let?s dive into this one a bit more because I think it?s so important?  

THE DOWNSIDE OF GOALS (Goals have a downside!?) 

Picture this?  You really want to swim faster. You make a list of all 
those times you want to hit by the end of the season. You have the 
best intentions, and yet you see litt le progress. In swimming, we see 

this all the time. Every swimmer has goals and wants to be better. 
And, every coach wants to help his or her athletes achieve those 
goals. 

Sometimes, goals cause more harm than good - You try to get faster 
all at once and go nowhere. 

Goals are a good thing. Even Michael Phelps himself is famous for 
being a religious goal setter. Goals are a sign that you know what 
you want to achieve, and having them keeps you motivated. Wait! 
Earlier, didn?t I say that it?s impossible to stay motivated all the time? 
Yes, I did. And, yes, it is impossible to stay motivated every minute of 
an entire swimming season. This is the exact reason as to why goals 
alone aren?t good enough. Goals are just one step of the puzzle. 

Which st ep of  t he puzzle are goals? Let?s circle back to the 3-step 
habit formation pattern above. Is a goal the ?cue?? No. Is a goal the 
?routine?? No. A goal sounds more like the reward? Reward is step 3, 
not step 1. So, why are we starting with goals? We should be ending 
with goals!! 

Sometimes, goals cause more harm than good. When your goals 
represent your hopes and dreams, they often encourage you to 
think about swimming in a sub-optimal way. You try to get faster all 
at once and go nowhere. The alternative is a path where you 
steadily improve by changing one small thing at a time (the process). 

Small routine changes in your swimming life that become a habit 
one by one add up to huge time improvements at the end of the 
day. Then, and only then, will your goals become reality. Treating 
goals as the first step is the number one killer to swimming fast. 

SO HOW DO I USE THE POWER OF HABIT TO GET FASTER? 

Now you know that habits are all over our lives, habits are  
important, and habits are difficult to form. But, I?ve yet to tell you 
exactly how to form good habits. What if you want to get faster? How 
would you go about forming a new habit that will help you get 
faster? 

To learn the answers to these questions, stayed tuned to 
'SwimSmart ' and 'Part 2' of 'The Power of Habit in Swimming'.

We will explore proven ways to form good habits and analyse how 
these methods can be applied to your success in the pool.
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