Relieving Rather Than Creating Stress at Swim Meets
One of the most interesting places in swimming is the warm-up pool the day before a major competition.
Whether it's Nationals, Olympic Trials, Provincial Championships, or a major age-group meet, the atmosphere is often the same.
The swimmers are nervous.
The coaches are nervous.
The parents are nervous.
And everyone is trying very hard not to show it.
Sometimes they succeed.
Sometimes they don't.
Stress Is Contagious
Walk onto a warm-up deck before a major competition and you'll often see coaches carrying stopwatches, shouting times, calling stroke rates, pacing up and down the pool deck, and constantly evaluating every length.
Most of these coaches have good intentions.
They care deeply about their swimmers.
They want them to succeed.
But there is a problem.
Stress is contagious.
A coach who is worried about tomorrow's performance often broadcasts that worry without even realizing it.
The fast walking.
The constant timing.
The intense facial expressions.
The endless corrections.
The urgent conversations.
Young swimmers see all of it.
And they absorb it.
Who Cares How Fast a Swimmer Is the Day Before?
This may sound controversial, but who really cares if a swimmer is fast or slow the day before the competition starts?
The race is tomorrow.
Not today.
The purpose of a pre-meet warm-up is not to prove fitness.
It is not to impress teammates.
It is not to demonstrate readiness.
The purpose of the warm-up is preparation.
Nothing more.
Nothing less.
If a swimmer has done the work throughout the season, their fitness is already there.
The stopwatch is not going to create additional fitness twenty-four hours before the race.
What Should Swimmers Be Doing?
The day before a major competition should be about confirming skills, not testing fitness.
This is the time to check:
· Streamline quality
· Breakout timing
· Underwater speed
· Start mechanics
· Turn execution
· Stroke rhythm
· Feel for the water
These are the things that matter.
A swimmer should leave the pool feeling confident, comfortable, and technically sharp.
Not exhausted.
Not stressed.
Not wondering why their times weren't faster during warm-up.
The Value of Seeing Instead of Being Told
Many coaches would benefit from carrying an iPad alongside their stopwatch.
Or perhaps, in some situations, instead of their stopwatch.
Think about it.
What is more valuable?
Telling a swimmer they took 16 strokes?
Or showing them exactly what those 16 strokes looked like?
Telling them their breakout was too late?
Or letting them see it with their own eyes?
Telling them their head lifted too early?
Or replaying the video immediately so they can understand and correct it?
Video removes uncertainty.
Video removes arguments.
Video reduces anxiety because swimmers no longer have to guess what the coach is talking about.
They can simply see it.
And when swimmers can see it, they can fix it.
Confidence Comes From Familiarity
The best warm-ups often look surprisingly boring.
The swimmer checks a few starts.
A few turns.
A few breakouts.
A few race-pace sections.
Nothing dramatic.
Nothing heroic.
Nothing designed to prove anything.
The goal is simple:
Leave the pool feeling exactly the way you want to feel when the competition starts.
Confident.
Relaxed.
Prepared.
Ready.
The Hidden Danger of Uncontrolled Stress
Stress is one of the biggest performance killers in swimming.
When stress levels climb:
· Stroke timing changes.
· Breathing patterns change.
· Muscles tighten.
· Decision-making deteriorates.
· Athletes lose their feel for the water.
The tragedy is that much of this stress is avoidable.
It is created not by the competition itself, but by the environment surrounding the competition.
The warm-up pool.
The deck.
The conversations.
The atmosphere.
The behavior of adults.
Coaches Set the Emotional Temperature
One of the most important responsibilities a coach has at a major competition is setting the emotional temperature for the team.
If the coach appears calm, organized, and confident, swimmers are more likely to feel calm, organized, and confident.
If the coach appears anxious, rushed, and worried, swimmers often become anxious, rushed, and worried.
The best coaches understand that preparation is complete.
The work has already been done.
The role of the coach at this point is not to create urgency.
It is to create confidence.
The Goal
The goal of a pre-meet warm-up is not to discover how fast a swimmer can go.
The goal is to remove as many barriers to performance as possible.
The swimmer should leave the pool believing:
"I am ready."
Not because of a stopwatch.
Not because of a stroke count.
Not because of a lecture.
But because they feel prepared, relaxed, and confident in the skills they have practiced all season.
The race will take care of itself.
The coach's job is to help ensure that unnecessary stress doesn't get in the way.

