WHY CHASING TIME STANDARDS HOLDS SWIMMERS BACK — AND WHAT ACTUALLY WORKS
A guide for swimmers and parents who want real, lasting performance improvement

The Hidden Problem in Competitive Swimming
Time standards—Provincial, National, Age Group—were designed as entry filters for competition.
But in today’s swimming environment, they’ve quietly become something else:
Targets that distort how swimmers race.
When a swimmer steps up behind the blocks thinking:
“I need this time”
They are no longer focused on racing.
They are chasing an outcome instead of executing a skill.
And when that happens, performance almost always drops. 

Two Completely Different Things
This is the most important distinction swimmers and parents need to understand:
A time standard is an outcome
Racing is a skill
Those are not the same thing.

What swimmers often think:
“I need a 1:02.9”
What they should be thinking:
“30.5 / 32.4 — clean walls, controlled tempo”
That small mental shift changes everything.

What actually determines performance:
· Pace control (per 25m / 50m)
· Stroke rate + stroke length balance
· Turn timing and breakout execution
· Ability to hold technique under fatigue
None of these are time standards.
All of them are trainable skills. 

Why Chasing Time Standards Backfires
When swimmers focus on the time instead of the race, three predictable things happen:

1. The First Part of the Race Is Wrong
· Too fast → early fatigue → collapse
· Too slow → missed opportunity → forced back-half
This is the classic “standard-chasing split error.”

2. Technique Breaks Down Under Pressure
Instead of holding trained mechanics:
· Stroke rate spikes
· Stroke length drops
· Breathing changes
The swimmer abandons the exact skills that would produce the time.

3. Decision-Making Disappears
A trained swimmer knows how to:
· Adjust pace mid-race
· Control effort distribution
· Recognize if they are “on pace”
A swimmer chasing a standard:
· Stops reading the race
· Reacts emotionally
· Loses control of execution

The Correct Performance Model
There is only one progression that works:
Skill → Pace → Time

1. Skill
Can the swimmer execute the stroke correctly at speed?
2. Pace
Can they hold race-specific pace repeatedly?
3. Time
The result of the first two

Most swimmers are taught the opposite:
Time → try harder → hope it works
That approach fails the moment pressure is introduced. 

The Right Question Before a Meet
Instead of asking:
“Can I make the standard?”
Swimmers should ask:
“Can I already swim this race properly?”

That means:
✔ Can I hold race pace in training?
✔ Do I know my exact target splits?
✔ Does my technique hold at speed?
✔ Can I finish without falling apart?

If the answer is yes:
The time is already there.

What Should Happen at the Meet
At the meet, the swimmer should not think about the time standard at all.
They should focus on executing:
· First 25 → controlled, not aggressive
· Middle of the race → hold trained rhythm
· Turns → automatic, not forced
· Final section → build, not panic

The goal is simple:
Swim the race you already know how to swim.

A Clear Comparison
	Standard-Focused
	Race-Focused

	“I need a 2:05”
	“31.0 / 31.5 / 31.8 / finish strong”

	Emotional
	Technical

	Reactive
	Planned

	Hope-based
	Skill-based



Why This Approach Produces Better Results
When swimmers train with:
· Clear pacing
· Immediate feedback
· Repetition of race-specific skills
They develop:
· Confidence
· Control
· Consistency under pressure
By race day:
· There is no guessing
· No chasing
· No panic
They are simply repeating a known performance pattern.

The Real Barrier Isn’t the Time Standard
The standard itself is not the problem.
The real barriers are:
· Lack of pace awareness
· Lack of race-specific training
· Lack of technical stability at speed

When those are solved:
Standards stop being barriers—and become checkpoints.

The Most Important Coaching Truth
Swimmers do not miss time standards because they lack fitness.
They miss them because:
They do not yet know how to swim the race at that speed.

What Parents Should Look For
Instead of asking:
“Did you make the time?”
Ask:
“Did you swim the race the way you trained it?”

Because:
· Good races lead to fast times
· Poor races rarely produce breakthroughs

Final Message to Swimmers
Don’t chase the time.
Execute the race.
The time will follow.

This shift—from outcome chasing to skill execution—is what separates swimmers who plateau from swimmers who consistently improve.

If you want long-term success in swimming, focus on learning how to race—not just how to hope for a time.

