When Boards Coach and Coaches Govern: Why Role Confusion Damages Swim Clubs
Healthy swim clubs depend on a simple division of responsibility:
· Boards govern
· Head Coaches lead the program
· Coaches coach
· Athletes train
When this boundary is respected, clubs thrive.
When it is not, problems multiply—quietly at first, then catastrophically.

What boards are meant to do
A board’s role is to:
· Set policy
· Ensure financial stability
· Hire, evaluate, and (if necessary) dismiss the Head Coach
· Protect athlete safety
· Ensure legal and ethical compliance
· Represent the long-term interests of the membership
This point is critical:
The board hires the Head Coach. The Head Coach hires and manages the rest of the coaching staff.
This structure exists for one reason: accountability and program integrity.
If the board controls staffing below the Head Coach level, the Head Coach no longer truly leads the program—and cannot be held fully responsible for its outcomes.
Boards exist to create conditions for great coaching, not to run the program themselves.



Why the Head Coach must control staff hiring
When the Head Coach selects their own staff:
· The coaching team shares a unified philosophy
· Technical standards are consistent
· Communication is clear
· Accountability is clean
· Performance outcomes can be evaluated fairly
When boards hire assistant coaches directly:
· Authority becomes fragmented
· Coaches answer to parents instead of the program
· Technical direction becomes inconsistent
· Political pressure enters daily training
· The Head Coach becomes a figurehead instead of a leader
This is one of the fastest ways to destabilize a club.

What happens when boards start coaching (or staffing)
1. Training quality collapses
Board members are rarely current experts in:
· Biomechanics
· Race modeling
· Skill acquisition
· Long-term athlete development
· Modern training science
When boards dictate:
· Workouts
· Group structures
· Event focus
· Athlete movement between groups
· Training methods
· Or coaching staff appointments
the program slowly becomes generic, outdated, and inconsistent
2. Coaches lose authority
Athletes quickly learn:
“I don’t need to listen. My parent can fix this at the board level.”
This undermines:
· Discipline
· Accountability
· Performance standards
· Coach–athlete trust
Once authority is broken, it is extremely difficult to rebuild.

3. Favoritism becomes inevitable
Board involvement in:
· Staff hiring
· Group placements
· Meet entries
· Relay selection
· Disciplinary actions
creates unavoidable conflicts of interest.
Even fair decisions look biased when parents control them.
Trust erodes.

4. Good Head Coaches leave
High-quality Head Coaches will not stay where:
· They cannot build their own staff
· Their technical decisions are overridden
· Their assistants are politically appointed
· Parents vote on training matters
The club becomes a revolving door of coaches.
Athletes pay the price.

5. Long-term development is sacrificed for short-term comfort
Boards are elected by parents.
Parents naturally focus on:
· Immediate results
· Group placement
· Their child’s feelings
· Short-term success
Great coaching requires:
· Patience
· Discomfort
· Delayed rewards
· Hard choices
· Temporary setbacks
Boards protect comfort.
Coaches build performance.
These goals often conflict.

6. Innovation stops
Modern systems—video feedback, race-pace models, pace lights, data-driven planning—require:
· Unified technical leadership
· Consistent application
· Time to mature
Board interference kills innovation before it can prove itself.

7. Legal and ethical risk increases
When boards direct technical and staffing decisions:
· Liability becomes unclear
· Responsibility is blurred
· Documentation weakens
· Athlete-safety accountability fragments
In serious incidents, this confusion becomes dangerous.

What strong clubs do instead
Successful clubs:
· Hire a qualified Head Coach
· Give that coach full authority over technical decisions and staff hiring
· Evaluate results, not daily methods
· Use written governance policies
· Enforce conflict-of-interest rules
· Train board members on governance vs. operations
· Protect coaches from political pressure
· Use objective performance indicators

A simple test
If a board member is deciding:
· Training volume
· Stroke technique
· Event specialization
· Practice structure
· Athlete grouping
· Or which assistant coaches are hired
they are no longer governing.
They are coaching without expertise—and without accountability.

