When Club Politics Comes Before Kids: A Hard Truth in Competitive Swimming
Most swim parents are deeply supportive, generous, and focused on one simple goal: helping their child grow, improve, and enjoy the sport.
But in almost every long-standing program, there is a smaller group whose priorities quietly shift away from swimmers—and toward influence, control, status, or personal agendas inside the club.
When this happens, children pay the price.
How politics enters a swim club
Swim clubs are unusual organizations:
· Parents fund them
· Parents elect boards
· Parents often supervise volunteers
· Parents sometimes hire and fire coaches
This structure works well when decisions are guided by athlete development.
It fails when adult goals replace athlete needs.
Common ways politics overrides swimmers’ best interests
1. Protecting power instead of progress
Some parents become more invested in:
· Their board position
· Their influence over staffing
· Their reputation inside the club
· “Winning” internal disputes
than in whether training quality is improving.
New coaching ideas, technology, or program upgrades may be blocked—not because they are bad for swimmers, but because they threaten existing control.


2. Targeting coaches who challenge the status quo
Coaches who:
· Raise technical standards
· Demand accountability
· Introduce race-pace training or video feedback
· Reduce favoritism
can become political targets.
Instead of asking, “Is this better for the athletes?” the question becomes:
“Does this make us uncomfortable?”
High-quality programs often die quietly this way.
3. Making decisions based on their own child
Some parents unconsciously design the club around:
· Their child’s training group
· Their child’s event strengths
· Their child’s coach preferences
· Their child’s social circle
This narrows the program and hurts long-term development for everyone else—including their own swimmer.
4. Treating criticism as disloyalty
Parents who ask thoughtful questions about:
· Training quality
· Technical development
· Use of technology
· Coach education
· Long-term athlete pathways
may be labeled “negative” or “not a team player.”
Healthy programs welcome scrutiny. Political ones suppress it.


5. Confusing harmony with health
Avoiding conflict can feel positive.
But silence is not progress.
When parents prioritize “keeping things calm” over fixing real problems, swimmers train in outdated systems while other sports move forward.
The hidden cost to swimmers
When politics dominates:
· Technical development stalls
· Training becomes generic
· Innovation disappears
· Motivation erodes
· Trust in adults weakens
· Talented swimmers quietly leave
Most tragically, swimmers often blame themselves for slow progress that was structurally inevitable.
What strong clubs do differently
Healthy clubs:
· Define success by athlete development, not medals or board stability
· Protect coaches who innovate and challenge norms
· Use objective performance data
· Invest in modern training tools
· Encourage informed parent education
· Keep governance separate from daily coaching decisions
· Make the swimmer—not the adult—the center of every decision
A simple ethical test
Before any major decision, boards and parents should ask:
“If this were not my child, my position, or my reputation—would I still support this?”
If the honest answer is no, the decision is political.


Final thought
Children enter swimming to grow, learn, compete, and discover what they are capable of becoming.
They do not enter to serve adult egos, social hierarchies, or quiet power struggles.
When adults forget that, the pool becomes smaller than it should be—and so do the futures of the swimmers inside it.


