How Well-Meaning Parent Board Members Can Unintentionally Damage a Swim Club
Most parents who volunteer for a club board do so for good reasons:
· to help
· to protect swimmers
· to improve the program
· to contribute to the community
The problem is not intention.
It is role confusion, short-term thinking, and lack of sport-specific governance experience.

1. The core issue: governing vs. managing
A board’s job is to:
· set long-term vision
· protect financial stability
· ensure legal compliance
· hire and evaluate the head coach
· support the program structure
A board’s job is not to:
· design training programs
· manage daily operations
· select lineups
· control coaching decisions
· solve individual parent complaints
When boards cross this line, clubs destabilize.




2. When personal interests override organizational health
Parent board members naturally care most about:
“Is this good for my child?”
But boards must ask:
“Is this good for the club as a whole?”
Problems arise when:
· training groups are changed for one swimmer
· coaches are pressured about selection decisions
· discipline is softened for certain families
· resources are redirected toward a small subgroup
· long-term development is sacrificed for short-term results
This creates:
· favoritism
· loss of trust
· staff turnover
· parent division
· athlete resentment

3. Undermining the head coach
The fastest way to damage a club:
remove real authority from the head coach.
This happens when boards:
· overrule technical decisions
· entertain constant parent complaints
· communicate directly with assistant coaches or swimmers
· negotiate training standards
· change philosophy mid-season
· avoid backing the coach during conflict
Result:
· coaches become defensive
· strong coaches leave
· weak coaches stay
· staff culture collapses
· athlete development becomes inconsistent
Top coaches do not stay where governance interferes with coaching.

4. Short-term thinking destroys long-term programs
Parents think in 1–4 year windows.
Clubs must think in 10–20 year windows.
Board decisions driven by:
· this season’s medals
· this year’s finances
· this age group’s complaints
· this meet’s results
often harm:
· coach retention
· technical consistency
· athlete development pathways
· club reputation
· financial sustainability
Strong programs are built slowly.
They are destroyed quickly.

5. The politics trap
When boards become political:
· alliances form
· decisions become emotional
· transparency decreases
· information is filtered
· trust erodes
The club shifts from:
“How do we develop swimmers?”
to:
“How do we manage conflict?”
That environment drives away:
· good coaches
· serious families
· committed volunteers

6. Why this pattern repeats
Most boards are composed of:
· caring parents
· with business or professional skills
· but limited sport governance experience
· and direct emotional ties to outcomes
Without training, boundaries blur.
The club slowly becomes:
· reactive
· fragmented
· unstable
Even while everyone believes they are “helping.”




7. What healthy boards do differently
Strong clubs usually have boards that:
· clearly separate governance from coaching
· evaluate coaches professionally, not emotionally
· use formal complaint processes
· protect the long-term plan
· resist individual pressure
· recruit independent directors when possible
· educate new board members on governance roles
· act slowly and deliberately
· communicate clearly
· support technical staff publicly

8. A simple rule that protects clubs
Parents advocate for their child.
Boards protect the program.
Coaches run the sport.
When those roles mix, clubs weaken.

Bottom line
Most struggling clubs are not destroyed by:
· lack of talent
· lack of money
· lack of facilities
They are damaged by governance drift:
Well-meaning people doing the wrong job…
in the wrong role…
for the right emotional reasons.

