The Swim Ontario “Gold Cap” Program: Impressive Skill or Misleading Benchmark?
In recent years, Swim Ontario reintroduced the Gold Cap challenge. The standard is simple:
· Boys: swim 25 meters completely underwater in 12.5 seconds
· Girls: swim 25 meters completely underwater in 13.5 seconds
Swimmers who achieve the standard are awarded a Gold Cap as recognition.
At first glance, the test appears to celebrate underwater speed and breath control—both important elements of competitive swimming. However, when examined closely from a racing perspective, the Gold Cap challenge raises two important concerns for parents and coaches:
1. It rewards a skill that is rarely used in real races.
2. It may unintentionally encourage dangerous breath-holding behaviors.
Let’s look at both issues.
The Safety Concern: Shallow Water Blackout
Extended breath-holding underwater is not simply a difficult physical challenge—it carries a known safety risk called Shallow Water Blackout.
Shallow water blackout occurs when a swimmer loses consciousness due to lack of oxygen before the body’s natural urge to breathe occurs. This can happen especially when swimmers:
· attempt long underwater distances
· push breath-holding limits
· repeat breath-hold efforts
· hyperventilate before submerging
The danger is that the swimmer often feels fine right up until the moment they lose consciousness.
Competitive swimmers are already comfortable underwater and accustomed to holding their breath during turns and breakouts. Encouraging them to push breath-holding limits for recognition or rewards may unintentionally promote behaviors that aquatic safety organizations have spent years discouraging.
For this reason, many swimming safety guidelines recommend avoiding competitive breath-holding challenges entirely.
The Racing Reality: No One Actually Swims 25 m Underwater
The second issue is more practical: the Gold Cap test does not reflect how elite swimmers actually race.
In real competition, underwater phases are governed by the 15-meter rule, established by World Aquatics.
This rule means swimmers must surface before 15 meters after:
· the start
· every turn
As a result, competitive swimmers are trained to optimize underwater speed and breakout timing, not to stay underwater for the entire length.
Even the fastest swimmers in the world—Olympic champions and world record holders—do not attempt full-length underwater swims in freestyle races.
Why?
Because it would make them slower.

What Actually Matters in a 100 m Race
Consider the skills required to execute a fast 100-meter freestyle race in a short-course pool.
A typical race includes:
· Start breakout: ~12–13 meters underwater
· Three turns: ~8–10 meters underwater each
· High-speed surface swimming between walls
In total, a swimmer might travel 40–45 meters underwater, but it occurs in short segments, not in one continuous breath-hold.
More importantly, the underwater work is integrated with:
· rapid breakouts
· immediate transition to sprint strokes
· explosive turns
· race-pace swimming
This combination of skills—not long breath-holds—is what determines race performance.
A More Race-Relevant Benchmark
A better evaluation of race readiness focuses on underwater speed and efficiency, not breath-holding.
One practical test used by some high-performance coaches is:
Dive 25 + Three Walls Test
· Dive start with ~13 m underwater to breakout
· At each turn:
· ~10 m underwater
· 2 sprint strokes
· Immediate flip turn
· Continue through three walls
Total underwater distance: ~43 meters
A strong benchmark for competitive readiness is completing the entire sequence in about 21.5 seconds, which represents ~2 meters per second underwater speed.
This test measures something much more relevant to racing:
· underwater speed
· breakout timing
· turn urgency
· transition to sprint swimming
These are the exact skills that determine success in 100-meter racing.
Why the Difference Matters
Programs like the Gold Cap are usually created with positive intentions—to motivate swimmers and celebrate skill development.
However, when a benchmark rewards a non-race skill, swimmers and parents can easily misunderstand what actually leads to faster performances.
Swimming improvement is driven by skills that translate directly into races:
· efficient underwater phases
· explosive turns
· fast breakouts
· controlled race pacing
· technical stroke efficiency
A full-length underwater swim may look impressive, but it is not part of competitive race execution.

What Parents Should Focus On Instead
For parents supporting young swimmers, the most valuable questions are:
· Is my swimmer learning efficient underwater speed, not just holding their breath longer?
· Are they practicing breakouts and turns that match real race conditions?
· Is training focused on race-specific skills, rather than novelty challenges?
The swimmers who consistently improve are not the ones who can stay underwater the longest.
They are the ones who can execute every wall in a race with speed, precision, and urgency.
The Bottom Line
The Swim Ontario Gold Cap challenge highlights an impressive ability—swimming 25 meters underwater quickly.
But when viewed through the lens of competitive racing:
· it does not reflect real race skills
· it may encourage unsafe breath-holding practices
· it can distract from the underwater skills that actually win races
The goal of swim training should always be the same:
Develop skills that make swimmers faster when the starting horn sounds.
And those skills are built through race-specific underwater work, explosive turns, and efficient swimming—not extended breath-holding challenges.

