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THE POWER OF HABIT IN SWIMMING - PART 2

This is part 2 on the power of habit in swimming. If you missed part 
1? read it now! Not only does it explain why all this habit talk is so 
critical to your success in the sport of swimming, but it also talks 
about how habits are formed, and why trying to form a new habit 
often fails.

Part 2 explains the tricks backed by the top behavioral psychologists? 
research on how to form good habits, so stay tuned for the next 
couple of weeks, where part 3 talks about how to maintain the good 
habits you form.

REVIEW OF HABIT FORMATION

Reminder! Habits are everything in swimming. The result of every 
race you swim is the sum of your habits.

Every habit is formed and maintained in this basic 3-step habit loop:

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. 

 

PART 2 - 6-STEPS TO SWIMMING HABIT OVERHAUL

In the 3-steps of habit formation, if the reward at the end is positive, 
you will want to (and actually will) repeat the routine again once you 
are ?cued?. After doing this over and over, you have formed a habit! 
Here?s your 6-step plan for how you use this habit formation process 

to your advantage in the pool?

1. St ar t  w it h a very very very sm all habit .

You have goals in swimming - I?m sure you have many goals. And it?s 
tempting to start there. But, goals are not habits. You hear stories of 
the coach who transforms an entire team into a 'TOP CLUB' at 
Nationals in 1 year, or the swimmer who, at 18 drops 3 seconds off 
an already swift 100m freestyle. It?s easy to get caught up in this 
desire - the desire to get so much faster right now. I get it. I?ve been 
there. The drive that you have is awesome. But you have to 
remember that true change is a product of daily habits, not 
unrealistic transformational improvements.

Over the years i have heard swimmers say things like 'I need more 
motivation'. 'I need more willpower '. I however, would respond: 'No 
you don?t. You have plenty of motivation and willpower '.

Willpower is like a muscle. It gets tired if you use it too much. If you 
want to start a new habit and begin chipping away at those times, 
then I have one suggestion that I cannot emphasis enough: start 
small. Pick a habit that is so simple it makes you laugh. Even if you 
have zero motivation at the time, you should not be able to say no 
to this first habit. How small am I talking? Say the habit you think 
you want to start is taking 5 dolphin kicks off of every wall at every 
session. Start with taking 1 kick - exactly 1 dolphin kick off of every 
wall. Not 2. Not 3. Just 1.

In the beginning, performance doesn?t matter. Whether you take 1 
or 4 or 5 dolphin kicks just flat out does not matter. What matters is 
that you stick to the new habit. Become the type of swimmer who 
always sticks to your new habit.  You can build up from 1 to 5 
dolphin kicks once you?ve established a consistent behaviour of 
taking 1 dolphin kick off of every wall. That part is easy. The hard 
part is actually building that initial behaviour.

So to summarise: action step number 1 is to pick what you want your 
new habit to be and figure out how you can make the new behavior so 
simple that you won?t need motivation to do it.

2. Set  up a reward for  your  new  behaviour

What do you get for taking that 1 dolphin kick of of every wall?

Remember that 3-step habit formation cycle? We all want to repeat 
things that make us feel good. So, you must reward yourself after  
you complete the routine in order for the routine to become habit.

How about this? After every turn, when you take that dolphin kick 
just stop and stand on the bottom of the pool. Skip a  length. That 
will feel good? .only joking!! Don?t do that or your squad coach will 
get mad. But seriously, the reward doesn?t have to be big. It just has 
to exist. One thing swimmers have told me that works, is simply 
screaming  underwater ?YES!?. Your teammates may think you 're
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nuts, but you can just tell them your coach told you to do it and to 
read this article. Trust me. This stuff works. The world?s top athletes, 
business leaders, and entrepreneurs use this trick all the time.

Give yourself some credit (in whatever creative form you come up 
with) and enjoy each small step towards success.

3. Set  up a cue for  your  new  behaviour

We have already talked about how motivation and willpower will fail 
you. Not only that, but memory will fail you too. You are human. I 
am human. And, we have imperfect memories. It?s as simple as that. 
That is why it?s so important to set a cue while forming new habits in 
your swimming life.

Let?s move away from the dolphin kicking example for a second, 
because the cue there is a physical one and not easy to change - 
pushing off the wall. For a moment, let?s pretend you want to get in 
the habit of stretching every day. Of course you?re following step 1 
(start small) and only doing one stretch, say a hamstring stretch for 
20 seconds. And you have already decided that after you do that 
stretch, you throw your arms into the air and yell ?YES!?.

But, how do you ?cue? yourself to do this hamstring stretch? You can?t 
expect yourself to flip the switch one day and start stretching your 
hamstrings every day. First, you must set up a system that makes it 
easy for you to start doing this behaviour.

Make 2 lists. In the first list write down things that you do every 
single day without exception. In the second list write down things 
that happen to you each day without exception. Something like 
this?

List 1:

- Tie your shoe laces
- Get into bed
- Brush your teeth
- Step outside

List 2:

- You get an email
- You get a SMS message
- You answer the door
- Your dog barks

Between these two lists you have a number of triggers that you 
know will happen every day. What could possibly be better 
candidates for your ?cue??

Getting back to the example, to get you stretching every day, you 
brush your teeth, which triggers you to do your hamstring stretch, 
and then scream ?YES?!. Brushing your teeth could be your trigger to 
stretch. Do this routine for a month and you?ll be well on your way 

to forming a habit of stretching every day that is just as powerful as 
your teeth brushing habit.

4. Take sm all st eps t o increase your  habit .

For those of you that like saving money in your piggy bank and 
watching the money grow. Habits are no different. Small gains day in 
and day out add up surprisingly fast. (As do small losses if you 
sneakily get the money out).

Take small steps, not large ones. Just like you shouldn?t jump in with 
a habit that is too big to handle, you also shouldn?t take large steps 
with your habit. Gradual improvement is the winning formula in 
swimming.

5. It ?s okay t o sl ip. But ?  When you do, get  up quick ly.

Even the best of the best in every sport make mistakes. They slip up 
and derail from time to time. But, what makes them special is their 
ability to get back on track faster than anyone else. Human error is 
in our nature, it?s what you do after the mistake that matters.

So bottom line is, it?s okay to miss your habit once. In fact, research 
has shown that missing your habit once has no measurable impact 
on your long-term success. As long as you don?t start missing that 1 
dolphin kick consecutively each and every turn, and get back on 
track after 1 miss, you?re okay. That being said, failure shouldn?t be 
your expectation or it will happen too often. Expect to succeed, and 
when you fail, make sure it doesn?t happen consecutively.

6. Be pat ient .

There is a quote that goes something like this?  'You can?t rush 
something you want to last forever '.

You can make tremendous progress if you are consistent, persistent, 
and patient.

It?s not about how fast you can increase your habit to the point of 
reaching a larger goal. It?s about doing things that are actually 
sustainable. Back to the dolphin kick example?  If you think you?re 
ready to increase the 1 kick to 2 kicks, it?s probably too early. Wait 
another couple days before you make that leap. Patience is 
everything. Eagerness is the number 1 habit killer out there. Do 
things you can sustain.

If the habit is hard, you?re not doing it right. New habits should feel 
easy every step of the way. You should not feel resistance or the 
need for motivation to complete your habit. Stay consistent and 
move slowly. It?s a process. Trust it.

2017 NEW YEAR. NEW HABITS

    Written by Dan Dingman and edited by Coach Lee Mallinson 
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