Chapter 1: Believing in Belief

By: Richard Quick

From: The Swim Coaching Bible, Hannula, D., & Thorton, N. (Eds.)

How could Dara Torres – at age 33 and having been out of swimming for seven years – return to the sport in 2000 after only 14 months of training and swim significantly faster than ever before in each of her events, setting two American records and taking five Olympic medals (two of them gold on world-record relays)?

How could American 200-meter butterflyer Misty Hyman drop from 2:09.2 (her lifetime best) at the 2000 Olympic trials to 2:05.88 just 30 days later to beat world-record holder and defending Olympic Champion Susie O’Neill, breaking O’Neill’s six-year winning streak in the 200 butterfly?

How do several women, and thousands of men and boys, now swim the 200-meter freestyle faster than Don Schollander ever did?  Recognized as one of the most talented swimmers ever to put on a Speedo, Don was the first man break 2:00 in the 200-meter freestyle.  He had a perfect stroke and swam in the best swimming environment possible in the 1960’s, the Santa Clara Swim Club.  He was coached by the greatest coach of all time, George Haines, who coached more Olympians, more gold medalists, and more world-record holders than any coach in history.  How is it that today, swimming in less than perfect environments, guided by coaches less proficient than Haines, so many swimmers can achieve faster times than Don Schollander did?

The common demoninator among Dara Torres, Misty Hyman, and all the swimmers who swim faster than Don Schollander is a deep core belief that they can accomplish what at one time appeared to most people to be impossible. 

Belief Makes the Extraordinary Ordinary

Have you ever noticed that once something extraordinary is accomplished it becomes more ordinary?  Why is that?  When one human being, believing that he or she will be successful, prepares to achieve and then accomplishes the extraordinary, it seems to give the rest of us permission to believe we might be able to accomplish (or surpass) the same goal. The feat becomes feasible, attainable, and therefore more ordinary.  Our belief system is expanded beyond the previous limits we may have placed on it. 

Thirteen months before Misty Hyman’s extraordinary upset of Susie O’Neill in the 2000 Olympic 200-metre butterfly event, Misty finished a very disappointing third in the 200 fly at the Pan-Pacific Championships in the Olympic pool in Sydney.  Susie O’Neill dominated that race, nearly breaking Mary T. Meagher’s long-standing world record, and beating Misty by at least four seconds.  Misty was discouraged and began to doubt that she had what it takes to be successful.

I met Misty in the long hallway on the way to the warm-down pool. (This is the same place I would meet her to celebrate her great Olympic victory 13 months later.)  I put my arm around her, and as we walked to the warm-down pool I told her she was the only swimmer in the world who could beat Susie in the 200 fly at the Olympic Games.  I said that although it might seem impossible after such a poor performance I believed she could win the Olympic gold medal in 2000. Then I told Misty that it didn’t matter what I believed she could do if she did not believe she could do it. At that moment, Misty began to believe.  She began to believe that if she swam the ideal race at the ideal time, she’d have a chance. 

Over the next 12 months, as she prepared for the Olympic trials, did doubts ever creep in?  Absolutely, but she knew that her belief in her ability and in the possibility of putting together the ideal race at the ideal time could lead to the extraordinary.  Did she have setbacks? Absolutely; she was beaten in the NCAA Championships in the 200 fly, she suffered continuously from allergies that resulted in a chronic lack of energy, and she dealt with a few illnesses that year. But Misty’s belief system kept giving her hope. Believe in Belief. Belief in yourself and in your goals is the basis for extraordinary performance.  

Belief Brings Commitment

Belief in yourself and in your goals facilitates the attitude that you will do whatever it takes.  Belief allows you to commit to your goal as if you cannot fail. Dara Torres had a belief that she could make the Olympic team as an alternate on the 400 freestyle relay when she called me to ask if I would be willing to coach her.  My first question was “Will you do whatever it takes to be successful?”  Her answer was yes. From that moment on, Dara’s belief in herself and in her goals encouraged her to pack three years of training into 13 months. Her training included up to 8 hours a day of water training, weight training, spinning, running and supplementation, deep-tissue massage, and becoming familiar with ‘awareness thinking”. Dara’s belief system allowed her to train and to commit to her goals as if she could not fail. 

Believe in Belief. Belief in yourself and in your goals allows you to set new goals as you approach or accomplish your previous goals. At first Dara believed that she could only make the relay; as she improved she began to believe that she could make it in an individual event, then more than one individual event. Eventually, she began to believe that she could win an individual Olympic medal.  Finally, she came to the belief that she could win an individual gold medal. Dara’s growing belief in herself led to five medals at the 2000 Olympic Games, more than any other swimmer. She won three bronze medals, the first individual Olympic medals in her storied, four-time U.S. Olympic team member career. Believe in yourself and in your goals; grow and act as if you cannot fail.

True goals are products of an individual’s belief system.  A true goal can only exist if an individual believes it is possible. A true goal is something that you absolutely believe you can and will accomplish.  It is more that something you write down, something you hope you can reach, or something a coach or parent wants you to do.  A true goal is something you know you will accomplish. 

A true goal is so much a part of your core belief system that it affects every activity you do that is even remotely related to that goal.  It keeps you from doing anything that might hinder your success.  It allows you to act, to train, and to compete as if you cannot fail.  Your belief system cannot conceive of failure; it will not let you fall short of your goal.  A true goal is not just a wish or a hope.  A true goal will be accomplished.  Believe in Belief. 

Belief Gives Permission Beyond Limits

Most of us have to wait for someone else to prove to us that something can be accomplished. We need permission. The greatest athletes, and for that matter, the greatest innovators in any field, say, “This will surely be done in the future; why can’t I be the one to do it now?”  They do not need permission to accomplish feats that others think are unbelievable or impossible. Their belief systems are so strong that what seems extraordinary to most people seems attainable to them. 

By far, the most important thing to believe in is yourself. True belief in yourself allows you to act as if you cannot fail. However, sometimes circumstances beyond your control will prevent you from accomplishing your goals, no matter how much you believe in them.  This is disappointing, but not devastating.  True belief in yourself means that your self-worth is not dependent upon your accomplishments or your possessions. 

Jenny Thompson is one of the greatest swimmers in the world.  She broke the world record in the 100-meter freestyle in 1992 and in the 100-meter butterfly in 1999.  Throughout her career, she has won many world championships, national championships, and Olympic medals, including eight gold medals in relays.  In fact, Jenny has more gold medals than any other female swimmer in history, but none of her golds are in individual events. Jenny’s goal was to win an individual gold medal in her final Olympic Games appearance in Sydney.  She did not a accomplish that goal.  Certainly she was disappointed, but her belief system in herself did not allow her to measure herself by whether or not she received an individual gold medal in the Olympic Games. While Jenny celebrates her accomplishments in swimming, her many awards, her degree from Stanford, and her acceptance to Columbia University Medical School, her self-worth is not measured by those things either. Jenny has a deeply rooted belief in herself as a human being that transcends what she has or has not done and what she does or does not have. 

Belief in yourself and in the possibility of success is the most important requirement for living an extraordinary life.  Believe in belief.  Believe in yourself and the best of the world will come to you – and like Dara, Misty and Jenny, you will be prepared to receive it.  Don’t sell yourself short.  You do not require permission to be extraordinary. 

