From “Scratch” to “Qualified Olympic Athletes in Athens 2004"

The Olympic Hoad to
Performance Improvement

by Michiel Bloem and Arnoud Vermei

ave you ever dreamed of participating as an athlete in the Olympic games?
And did you succeed? Well, we didn’t succeed as athletes, but as performance
consultants we created our own opportunity called TopSwimming
Amsterdam (TSA). Conceptualized in 2000 in a bar in Amsterdam, this ini-
» tiative was launched to close the gap between athletes’ 2001 performance level and the
highest Olympic-level swimming performance in 2004.
= * *

In this article we share our experiences in this exciting journey, showing how com-

mon performance improvement concepts proved their value in the world of elite
sports. In addition, it may inspire you to think about your own Olympic dream.

Elite Sport and HPT: Where Rummler Meets Inge de Bruijn

By applying human performance technology (HPT) concepts to the world of elite
sports, by applying business performance experiences with physical and mental

research, and by shaping a performance environment driven by ambition and with a
structural shortage of funding—this is where “Rummler meets Inge.” Based on funda-
mentals of HPT (Rummler & Brache, 1995), a team of people created strategies, pro-
cesses, and (human performance) systems to fulfill Olympic ambitions.

The real-life case of TSA started from scratch in 2001, and this elite swim team was pre-
sent in the 2004 Olympics with perspective on the finals and even Olympic medals.
Very often, only the moments of glory in elite sports are broadcast. Sometimes you see
an athlete train either on television or in real life. In this article, we present what we
did behind the scenes to help bring out the best in our athletes.

The model illustrated in Figure 1 outlines the six-step process we used. TSA started as
our dream (see #1 in the figure). Then the design (#2 in the figure) and building (part 4)
phase took place, including a swim analysis (2a), which established the foundations for
a strategic system design (2b) and the first building stones, that is, principles and plan
(2c). This phase (2a—c) in turn resulted in the first “moment of truth”: the justification of
the effort and plan (3). The build and improve phases (4 and 5) are set above the line of
visibility, where the training program and the performance improvements between 2001
and 2004 were conducted. In the end, you might be interested to know where all this
work led. Thus, our article concludes with the last step, namely the Olympic perfor-
mances (part 6 of the figure), and shows the results.
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Figure 1. Phasing TopSwimming Amsterdam Development.

The Dream: How It All Started

It was September 2000 and the Olympic games in Sydney
Australia were afoot. The Dutch swimmers were showing
their best with Pieter van den Hoogenband—who won two
gold medals—and “Incredible Inky,” who won three gold
medals.

In December 2000 in Holland, three Dutchmen still ani-
mated by the Olympic excitement in swimming found
themselves talking, in a casual setting, about setting up an
organization to create “new Pieters and Inges” (and golden
coaches like Jacco Verhaeren) and to be present in Athens in
2004. Usually those ideas die right in the beer, but this one
survived gloriously. We dreamed of watching Olympic
swim finals in 2004 with our athletes, brought to that high
Olympic level by a performance approach that created an
ideal performance environment in swimming so the gap
between club swimming and Olympic performances could
be closed. This dream project would be designed by former
swimmers and performance consultants, built by a team of
people who shared the inspiration of a dream (Jackson &
Csiskzentmilhalyi, 1999). There was one remarkable dis-
tinction regarding the usual performance consulting
approach: We did not start our work with identification of
value to clarify the problem, business issue, or opportunity;
we started from scratch with a dream.

One similarity in the performance consulting approach,
however, was crystal clear. As noted in the foreword of
Rummlers’ Serious Performance Consulting (2004), the
work of performance consulting is rooted in a systematic
approach that begins at the end rather than the beginning by
asking, “What should the results be when the work is
done?” Well, those results should be swimming in the
Olympic finals in Athens in 2004, and this is exactly where
our dream and our work started in December 2000.
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Design for the Medal Zone

Designing TSA was not about designing a world-
class training program for athletes. It was about
creating a high-performance environment with
all facilities that enable elite swimmers to reach
the highest Olympic level. It is about shaping a
culture that breathes “performance,” ultimately
leading to Olympic finals for swimmers. To con-
vince future sponsors of our dreams, we needed a
good plan, based on sound performance princi-
ples and built on a true performance-based
design. Not only did we need to assure ourselves
that our intuitive assessment of the actual situa-
tion in Dutch swimming was right by conducting
a performance analysis, but we wanted to be
informed on the specifics of what would opti-
mize our impact on athletes’ performance.

Performance Analysis: Existing Situation in
Dutch Swimming

Observing elite swimming in the Netherlands in 2000, we

saw in a landscape in which—

e 30 swimmers swam in one lane

e Swimmers were coached by a part-time volunteer writ-
ing training programs for all swimmers, independently
of the discipline (long distance or sprinter, backstroke,
freestyle, breast, etc.)

e Training took place at 4:00 a.m. and 5:00 p.m. in a 25-
meter pool (instead of the Olympic 50-meter size) and
lasted 90 minutes at most

In order to understand the situation, we analyzed perfor-

mance at three levels (Rummler & Brache, 1995). We had

meetings with athletes, board members of the Dutch

Olympic Committee and the Dutch Swimming Federation,

and “Team van den Hoogenband,” for the two-time Olympic

gold winner in the Sydney 2000 Olympic games. We discov-
ered performance barriers at all three levels of performance:

e Organization level: The Dutch Swimming Federation
had no clear strategy for developing talent to the highest
standards. In the mindset of the federation executives,
elite swimming was the responsibility of local swim-
ming clubs. Occasional successes were the result of coin-
cidence involving an exceptionally talented coach
meeting an exceptional young talent. Despite a very suc-
cessful exception to this rule—the private swim initia-
tive built around van den Hoogenband—no comparable
initiatives had been launched or supported.

e Process level: Federation and swimming clubs organized
around key functions (i.e., technical training, facilities,
medical support, communication). Though policies were
in place to optimize performance within these functions,
we found no structures in place to manage performance
cross functionally.
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Figure 2. The Nine Performance Variables (Source: Rummler &
Brache, 1995).

e People level: Athletes considered achieving A status (the
Dutch Olympic standard required to receive a financial
income) as their most important goal. There was a lack of
career perspective within the coaching profession; current
coaches were only involved in training. Very limited atten-
tion was given to land training and the application of other
fields like mental training and education for athletes.

At that time, the way elite swimming was organized and
managed was not driving performance at the Olympic level
at all. We concluded that a successful approach should be
built on different principles and firm fundamentals.

TSA Performance Design

Based on our experience with performance models in the
business environment, we used Rummler & Brache’s (1995)
nine performance variables to design a performance system
that would address these barriers as shown in Figure 2.

At each level of performance (organization, process,
job/people), three performance variables can be dis-
tinguished (goals, design and management), resulting
in a total of nine performance variables. The process
level serves as the pivotal link, ensuring that the

¢ Communication: a process that uses the outputs of the
training process and the fundraising process to influence
all stakeholders in TSA

¢ Fundraising: a process that ensures a continuous flow of
funding to enable TSA ambitions

These primary processes would be “owned” by one of the
permanent staff members and would be managed by process
teams, which consisted of delegates from the different func-
tions in TSA.

The third layer in the design handled the human resources. A
staffing plan with job descriptions was set up. Besides func-
tional responsibilities, every staff member had responsibili-
ties in at least one process team as well. This structure
ensured that job achievement would contribute to the perfor-
mance of one of the three key processes and thus contribute
to the ambitions of TSA.

TSA Principles and Plan

We linked the design into a plan of activities using solid
principles to guide action. As shown and explained below,
these principles expressed the fundamental beliefs of the
management team and served as the decision making touch-
stone for any future decisions:

¢ PROGRAM above TEAM above ATHLETE

e Each compromise will cost an Olympic athlete

The ambitious program that was to lead to TSA success
had to be endorsed as a critical success factor and had to
serve as an action trigger for all involved. Only a team
made up of experts and athletes who would be ambitious
enough to achieve consensus on the importance of the pro-
gram would implement it, yielding individual athletes

TSA Performance Design
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Figure 3. TopSwimming Amsterdam Performance Design.
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to deliver the results. To antici-
pate that question, we developed
and articulated a program around
five I's as follows:

e Integral

e International

e Interdisciplinary

e Innovative

e Individual

The five-I program consists of an
integration of sport technical
training and competition; organi-
zational support (facilities, coach,
stages); educational support
(combination sport and univer-
sity); an international orientation
in competition/swim expertise
and training camps; interdisci-

|
|
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Figure 4. TopSwimming Amsterdam Performance System.

who would develop to a level of Olympic contenders.
Though it sounds simple, this proved to be a very strong
guiding principle in the development and management of
TSA. “Program above team above athlete” was not meant
as arigid principle where no modifications could be made.
It was just the opposite. Performance measurements (i.e.,
active drag, technique, training intensity, lactic acid test-
ing) inspired, changed, adapted, and modified the input of
the program as we were guided by results and the mission
to keep tinkering with the swimming performance system
(see Figure 4).

Dreaming of Olympic finals will not allow any compro-
mises. On one hand, we knew from the start that this prin-
ciple would not make our life easier, as we started with
virtually nothing. On the other hand, we felt that this would
get the best out of each team member. Improvising is not the
same as compromising! It became immediately clear to us
that we implicitly had set standards on all levels. Athletes
had to live in Amsterdam to meet the tight training sched-
ules; a coach should be available for athletes 24 hours a day;
training schedules should not be guided by budget limita-
tions. Standing on the starting block in Athens in August
2004, TSA swimmers must be able without any doubt to
look back to the past four years and say, “I have done all the
work I could in order to make use of the necessary TSA
facilities necessary to perform as an Olympic swimmer”
(Jackson & Csiskzentmilhalyi, 1999).

TSA Plan
So we had a dream (what to achieve), a design (what to
develop), and a set of guiding principles (how to get the best

out of athletes). What we finally needed before approaching
sponsors was a program that answered the question of how
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plinary programming apart from

the sport technical training that
improves performance like mental training, physiology,
sport scientific research, nutrition, lactic acid measure-
ment and medical support; innovative training methods
like aerobics, measurements, track start skills, and cross-
sport coaching approaches; and individual coaching
based on SWOT analysis making a tailor-made program
for each athlete, in addition to the common water and
weight training each TSA swimmer had to fulfill in the
basic workout.

The First Moment of Truth:
Justification of the Effort

Ideas, knowledge, and experience are not easily transferable
outside the heads of TSA management. That inspired us to
design a booklet (Figure 5) comprising our dream, the TSA
Performance Design, the guiding principles, and the five-I pro-
gram. In addition, a budget was presented in combination
with the advantages TSA could offer to at least three potential
sponsors, including the city of Amsterdam, which became the
swimmers’ home base, with the new Sloterparkbad swimming
pool, the Dutch Olympic Committee, and a private business
sponsor. In this way, we didn’t have to depend on any one
sponsor and could act independently.

The title of the booklet was From 51 to 48...Realising Olympic
Ambitions. Insiders knew the world record for the 100-meter
men’s freestyle was 47.84 seconds and that the time for Dutch
swimmers swimming this distance was 51 seconds. So the slo-
gan for TSA was born: “From 51 to 48...achieving Olympic
ambitions.” It expressed the highest Olympic standards and
thus was symbolic for the ambitions of TSA. From 51 to 48
became symbolic for closing the gap—i.e., the current national
club level performance and the Olympic qualification and
swim finals in Athens 2004 (Bloem, 1987).
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Figure 5. TopSwimming Amsterdam Ambition Booklet.

Optimistically, we prepared ourselves for one big sponsor
meeting where we could unfold our ambitions and plans. It
went slightly differently. Sixteen meetings later we found
our three partners and made a calculated risk to start
launching TSA while we had just 60% of the budget (i.e.,
the City Amsterdam, the Dutch Olympic committee, and a
well-known private telecom company).

Building the TSA Outfit

The TSA outfit had to be built to include the following:

e an office for the administration and the coach

e meeting structures (coach, management, and a coach for
the team around the team—i.e., all the trainers)

e astaffing plan with job functions and process descriptions
(coach, team manager, swimmers, and management)

Resources had to be recruited:

e acoach (with a vital role in the design of the training and
competition plan)

e ateam to support the swim team, with various specialists

¢ ateam manager and successful swimmers

As TSA management we took the initiative to approach two
of the best young swimming coaches and choose the best.
The technical TSA director recruited the specialists: medi-
cal, physiotherapy, nutrition, mental coach, physiologist,
aerobic coach, and sport scientist. Half of these specialists
turned out to be former elite athletes. Is that coincidence? A
knowledge-management supplier was found with a newly
developed software program named e-Synergy: gathering
athletes’ various performance data as well as data on the
coach and the organization. And last, but certainly not least,
pools to train following “healthy” schedules (from 7:00 a.m.
to 9:00 a.m. and 3:00 p.m. to 5:00 p.m.), and possibilities for
weight training.

Creating a financial base for four years was a challenging
activity. We had to organize and support this at the executive

level. In that respect TSA management introduced an advi-
sory board to establish workable relationships and a net-
work that could bridge the worlds of business and sport. In
addition, a yearly event, called Amsterdam Swim Cup, was
introduced as a performance platform and a fundraiser.

The next step was interviews in newspapers and presenta-
tions on television spreading the news that a remarkable swim
initiative and Amsterdam Swim Cup was to start in
Amsterdam. As predicted, swimmers took the initiative to call
us and asked to swim for TSA. Using the elite swim criteria,
TSA’s technical director chose seven (out of 15) swimmers. The
media labelled TSA as a professional, well-positioned, and
independent elite sport organization in the world of swimming
in the Netherlands. TSA was on the air on September 1, 2001.

Deliver Results Focused on Running the
Training Process

Even an ambitious and well-designed program doesn’t run
by itself. Good strategy and organization were the founda-
tion and processes, and people were the crucial factors in
achieving the desired results (i.e., Olympic swim finals in
Athens 2004 and medals in Beijing 2008). These organiza-
tional TSA goals constantly led TSA people.

Running the Training Process

TSA swimmers train for 30-35 hours a week. The process

owner of the training and championship program was the

coach and he started working with the team on—

e Water training (11 sessions a week, 2 hours per session)

e Aerobics (2 sessions)

e Weight training (2 sessions)

e Testing activities (once every 12 weeks on the measuring
active drag (MAD) system, see Figure 6)

e Lactic acid measurements

In the training process, the coach writes the individual train-
ing programs for each swimmer based on discipline, training
background, and experience. The coach then measures per-
formances and techniques constantly (see Figure 7). In
Hamburg, the TSA swim team was tested in a research lab,
where the coach could analyze underwater techniques as
well as movement patterns of the legs, body, elbows, arms,
and hands in order to optimize how athletes could swim
with less resistance and more power. This approach, called
the performance cycle—Perform, Measure, and Improve—
informed swimmers of the performance gains they could
achieve if they placed their hands more horizontally in the
water. Another athlete needed to use her leg function much
more. All the swimmers used the old-fashioned start tech-
nique, leaving the effectiveness of new techniques unex-
plored, even though a new more effective technique already
existed. In the swim literature the new start was analyzed. In
2003 the US start trainer came over to TSA to introduce and
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Figure 6. MAD System: A Ladder in the Water Measuring Active Drag.

train on this new method. The coach measured the effects
using video images. Lactic acid testing took place in a con-
sistent manner to indicate the fitness of the swimmers
(fatigue during/after training work). Every six weeks testing
on the MAD system occurred, indicating the percentage of
water resistance and the power of a swimmer.

All individual measurements were gathered in TSA’s e-syn-
ergy knowledge-management system. What did the coach
do with all these measurements? Nothing in the first year,
but from April 2003 each six weeks a team-around-the-team
meeting was conducted, in which the physiologist, doctor,
physiotherapist, nutritionist, and the coach discussed the
test results and the performances of each individual. The
cry for a sport psychologist became louder. TSA assigned a
sport psychologist to individuals to address such issues as
psychological blocks, negative self-image and its nutritional
implications, among other topics. Most athletes chose to
pursue this type of coaching voluntarily to the end. In that
respect, the team-around-the-team meetings became very
fruitful. Finally, given the Dutch Olympic Committee’s
warnings about Athens’ hot weather in 2004, drinking pat-
terns in Athens were measured and addressed during train-
ing, thus providing the swimmers with an opportunity to fill
up and become aware of their drinking pattern.

A crucial measurement occurred in August 2002, just after
the European championships in Berlin. Observing the activi-
ties and motivation level of the TSA athletes, TSA manage-
ment asked, “Where is the athletes’ burning Olympic desire?”

We had asked the swimmers and coach before about this
aspect, but they assumed everything was fine; they had
qualified for the European championships. In our view
they just did their job in training and in swim events. But
excelling at Olympic games asks a whole lot extra.

Based on the performance cycle we decided to grant an
interview with the largest newspaper in the Netherlands;
our chair criticized the attitude of the swimmers (“They
make no choice for swimming” and “They lack the blind
passion”). Athletes were angry, but we took the decision
to make a management intervention and organized a
goal-setting session. In this session management raised
the bar on the process and resource level: fourth place in
the world championship is the time to beat and to take
swimmers to the Olympic finals in 2004. As a result, two
of the seven swimmers quit; the other five became con-
vinced and made their personal performance cards (see
Figure 8), focused on their distance and discipline and with
their benchmark or “time to beat.” And one swimmer joined
the team.

Results in the 2003 World Championships in Barcelona
indicated we were on the right track. One athlete was fourth
in his 50-meter freestyle and another took seventh place in
the 100-meter freestyle. In the relay, however, we saw disap-
pointing results; there was barely any willingness to per-
form together.

To qualify for the Olympics, coaches chose challenging
meets consciously: Open American Championships in
December 2003. The sooner athletes qualified, the better the
preparation for the Olympics was. And this mission was
accomplished: four athletes qualified for the Olympics in
their events. The performance cards did their work and
helped raise the bar to Olympic levels.

Olympic Performance

TSA started in 2000 with “zero” and a dream. In 2001 seven
swimmers, a professional coach, and a team of specialists
managed by TSA management started improving their
swimming performances. “From 51 to 48” became the slo-
gan symbolizing what it would take to close the gap
between current and desired performance. Each swimmer
chose his or her own distance and discipline and challenged
himself or herself using performance cards. The swim team
changed during the road to Athens: Originally we started
with seven athletes; two quit and one joined in 2002. In pre-
vious Olympic years the team consisted of six athletes.

Eventually four TSA swimmers qualified

Testing Protocol Lactic Acid Video MAD

for the Athens 2004 Olympic games and

What It Measures | Aerobic power Swim technique

Active drag in relation to speed

became a “substantial subset” of the

Test Frequency Every 6-8 weeks | Ongoing

Every 12 weeks

Dutch swim team. All four swimmers

Figure 7. Testing Overview.
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started in their individual swim events,
and three of them started in the relays.
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Figure 8. Sample Performance Cards (Source: Bloem, 1987).

Lessons Learned

e Start working from ambition (have the guts to dream
without compromises).

e Make your white space visible (work on the processes).

® 5% inspiration 95% transpiration (this is hard work).

e Use your own and others’ strengths (establish partner-
ships).

TSA managers learned some lessons also:

e Challenge the Olympic ambitions of the athletes and
coaches regularly.

¢ In coaching, letting athletes be the “master of own des-
tiny” is not the same as the “athlete decides.”

e At the Olympic games too much still “just happened”—
our athletes were not fully psychologically prepared for
this huge elite sports event.

e Mentally and physically be 110% prepared for the
Olympic games: it is impossible to pilot the Olympic
games, but you can come pretty close.

e Evaluate the training process every month; never assume!

e Think and act forward in work; your performances and
pride will improve dramatically.
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