ORIGINAL RESEARCH ARTICLE

Views of elite swimmers on achi

in South Africa

JJ Nortje (B Sport Science, Hons Sport Science (Bio

Y Coopoo (DPhil, FACSM)
T Lazarus (PhD, Cert. EEG, MNAN (USA))

Department of Sport Science, University of KwaZulu-Natal, Durban

Abstract

Objective. This study was conceptualised following pub-
lication of two editorials by Professor Mike Lambert, in
which he proposed a model for achieving sporting excek
lence in South Africa. A questionnaire based on the
assumptions of the model was administered to the first 45
ranked swimmers in South Africa. Their views and opin-
ions were elicited on the various components of the model.

Study design. A questionnaire was designed to eficit
information on the administration, sponsorship, coaching
skills, talent identification, financial implications and sci-
entific support for swimmers in South Africa. The top 45
swimmers were interviewed at the National Senior
Swimming Championships held in Durban in 2003
Amongst the swimmers interviewed were 7 of the 8 cur-
rent Olympians who partitipated in Athens in 2004. Due
to the nature of the study only descriptive analysis was
undertaken.

Results. Swimmers believed that South Africans have the
potential, capacity and raw talent to compete at intema-
tional level. Scientific and medical support, administration
of the sport, financial implications for training, and compe-
tition were considered critical factors in respondents sup-
port systems enabling them to compete effectively.

Conclusions. Swimmers in the study sampte reported
that the administration of swimming in South Africa should
be changed to impact the sport positively. They felt that
coaching skills available in South Africa were sufficient to
achieve excellence in performance, but that scientific and
medical support were not on a par with international stan-
dards. Use of drugs in swimming is likely to increase with
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Introduction

Two recent editorials in this Journal discussed certain corg
factors influencing the attainment of sporting exceltence in
South Africa.™ In these editerials Professor Mike Lambert
suggests several factors that need to be present for sporting
excellence to occur.’® These factors include the presence of
an abundance of raw talent, a desire t¢ win at international
level, national pride so that sport performers have the nation
upholding them, coaching by world-class trainers, a network
of highly motivated heaith and exercise professionals, and
an efficient administration system. Lambert notes that a
model based on these factors will ensure that South Africa
achieves excellent resuits in sporting competitions.™

In response to Lamberts editorials,™ this study was
undertaken to survey the views of prominent South African
professional swimmers.

Methods

;Lf:lsdstudy analyses the results of a questionnaire adminis-
ed 1o the top 45 swimmers in South Africa during the
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2gggor National Championships held in Durban in Aprit of

psysrc\:nr?";::;s?ere .ranb.(ed by a panel of experts from the
of 45 elte swimuerr? L S) Of those championships. Atola
national respectir\r:e|r s, 37 (82%) international and 8 {18%)
Questionnaire elic'te Y, completed the questionnaires. The
tors influencin e:-ed data on demographic background, fac-
cation, drugs |g te performance, training and tertiary edu-

N Sport, coaching, facilities, scientific supPO™
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and finance for swimmers. Descriptive statistics using pri-

marily frequencies and percentages were used to analyse
the data.

Results

Table | depicts the demographic details of the swimmers.

{:Blig)l‘ Demographic characteristics of swimmers

Question Choice Number Per cent
At what level have you National 8 18
trained or competed International 37 82
Are you a full-time Yes 21 47
swimmer? No 24 53
Age when you started 5-7 16 36
competitive swimming 8-10 12 27
(years) 11-13 12 27
14 - 16 4 9
older than 16 1 2
Number of years on 1-2 3 7
a training programme 3-4 5 1"
with a coach 5-6 8 18
7-8 b 2
>8 28 62
Number of years 1-3 7 15
competing at senior 4-6 21 47
national champicnships 7-10 8 18
>10 9 20
Highest level of education Matric 30 67
Diploma 3 7
Certificate 1 2
Degree ] 13
Postgraduate study 4 9
N/A 1 2

TABLE li. Swimmers views on the coaches

Question Choice Number Per cent
fs your coach at every Yes 40 89
training session? No 5 11
Are you totally guided Yes 36 80
by your coach? No 9 20
Are our coaches of Yes 35 78
internaticnal standard? No 6 13
Not sure 4 9
Do we need to recruit good Yes 15 33
overseas coaches to coach No 21 47
swimming in South Africa? Not sure 8 20
Are our coaches well qualified Yes 35 78
for swim coaching? No 5 11
Not sure 5 il

Of the 45 subjects interviewed, 37 were intemational
swimmers, of whom 21 trained full time. Most of these swim-
mers had been swimming for 12 - 16 years, and all of them
received professional coaching. Sixty-seven per cent (N = 30)
of the swimmers had matriculated, and 14 of them had com-
pleted tertiary education. Eighteen per cent (N = 8) of these
swimmers had competed at senior nationals for 7 - 10 years,
with most of them (47%) participating for 4 - 6 years.

TABLE liI. Swimmers views on scientific support

Question Choice Number Percent
Do we have the scientific back-up Yes 4 9
for swimming in South Africa? No 28 62
Not sure 13 29
Is South Africa s medical support  Yes 1 24
structure as good as overseas? No 27 60
Not sure 7 18
Does the testing programme by  Yes 15 33
SISA serve any purpose? No 1" 25
Not sure 19 42
Most consulted professionais Daoctor 18 40
Masseurs 18 40
Physiotherapist 5§ 11
Biokineticist, 4 9
chiropractitioner,
nutritionist

TABLE IV. Swimmers views on administration, NOGSA
and finance in swimming

Choice Number Per cent

Is administration of swimming in Yes 27 60
South Africa a factor in No 4 9
poor national performance? Not sure 14 31
Does NOCSA play a role in Yes 4 9
improving your performance? No 41 91
Does Swimming South Africa assist Yes 8 18
you financiaily? No 37 82
Are you sponsored? Yes 8 18
No 37 82
Are you a full-time swimmer? Yes 21 47
No 24 53

The views of the swimmers on coaching and coaches are
given in Table l. Seventy-eight per cent (N = 35) of the
swimmers believed that South African swimming coaches
are of international standard and that it was not necessary to
recruit international coaches. Furthermore, 78% (N = 35) of
the swimmers reported that South African swimming coach-
es were qualified for their job.

Table 11l reflects the views of swimmers on scientific sup-
port systems. Nearly two-thirds (62%) of the swimmers
believed that there was no scientific support available for
them, whilst 60% of respondents reported that South African

medical support systems were not on par a with those avail-
able in international settings.

One-third of the respondents reported that the Sports
Commission High Performance Programme was valuable,
whilst nearly one-quarter (24%) noted that it served no pur-
pose. Almost 42% of the swimmers were not sure about the
details of the Sports Commission High Performance Testing
Programme. Professionals most often consulted by swim-

mers were medical doctors, masseurs and physiotherapists,
to a similar frequency (40%).

Sixty per cent of the respondents reported that the
administration of swimming in South Africa was a factor
contributing to poor national performance (Table 1V). Five
respondents indicated that they received some financial
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TABLE V. Swimmer's views on the usem

swimming

Question Choice Number  Per cent

Have you been tested Yes 39 87

by the SAIDFS? No 6 3

Do you take supplements Yes 3 69

to assist with compatition? No 14 31

Should a swimmer be banned  Yes 38 84

for using a performance- No 3 7

enhancing drug? Not sure 4 9

Do you know anyone who takes  Yes 33 3

performance-enhancing drugs ~ No 9 2
Not sure 3 7

L

TABLE V1. South African talent and desire to win
Question Choice Number Per cent
Does South Africa have Yes 40 89
the raw talent to deveiop No 4 9
intemational swimming stars? Not sure 1 2
Do swimmers in South Africa Yes a8 84
have the will to win at No 2 4
intemational level? Not sure 5 "
Do we have the national pride  Yes LY 82
to perform for our country? No 4 9
Not sure 4 9

assistance from the National Qlympic Committee of South
Africa (NOCSA), while an overwhelming proportion (89%)
received no financial support. Of the 45 swimmers surveyed,
8 respondents were financially supported by Swimming South
Africa, whilst 8 indicated that they were sponsored privately.
Twenty-one of the respondents were full-time swimmers.

Table V reflects the views of respondents towards drug
use and abuse in swimming. A large proportion (87%) of
respondents were tested for itlicit substances by the South
African Institute for Drug Free Sport {SAIDS), and all these
subjects reported that swimmers who were found using per-
formance-enhancing substances should be banned. More
than two-thirds of respondents {€9%) were taking supple-
ments to enhance performance. Seventy-three per cent of
the respondents knew about other swimmers taking illegal
performance-enhancing substances.

Table VI reflects responses to generat questions concern-
ing availability of raw talent, will to win and national pride
among South African swimmers. A large majority of respon-
dents (89%) believed that South Africa had the raw talent for
swimming whilst 85% of the respondents believed that South
African swimmers have the will to win in international com-
petitions. Eighty-two per cent of the respondents reported
that swimmers pOSSess national pride to perform for their
country.

Discussion

As indicated earlier, 7 of the respondents were among the 8
Olympic swimmers who participated in the 2004 Athens
Games.

10

Sixty-two of the respondents had been invglye,

ort competitively for more than 8 years. Once attyg 5 "
S ided to specialise in swummlng, specific trainjp, g
gec! designed to condition the bogy oh Pro.

. s'
psychological skills to meet the de’“an:::“y
of

grammes were
and to develop
the sport. .

Bompa reported that the age at which Speda'isatign
should commence shoutd be 11 - 13 years for girls gy i
15 years for boys.? The age range for peak performance N
been reported to be 18- 22 anc! 20 - 24 years for womey, nd
men, respectively. These findings suggest that SWimmey,
need to train for at least 7 - 9 years to reach their Peak fy
high performanceé, & finding thflt appears to be CONSisten
with the results of elite South African swimmers. In the cohoy
interviewed, 80% reported tha? they were guided i, il
aspects of their training by their coaphes. These fi dings
have financial jmplications for the swimmers since most of
thern were below the age of 18 years and therefore full-fime
scholars. Therefore, financial assistance or SPONSOrshiy
forms a critical factor to ease the financial burden placed g,
the parents of these swimmers.

Seventy-eight per cent of the respondents believed thy
South African swimming coaches were of international stan.
dard and were qualified to undertake coaching duties. Only
33% believed that international coaches should be recruiteq,
Since being coached at an acceptable level over many years
forms a prerequisite to the training of excelient swimmers,
the confidence of South African swimmers in their coaches
is thus evident.

Personality and a thorough knowledge of swimming are
vital assets for effective coaching, coupled with the ability to
inspire confidence, patience, perseverance and a sympa-
thetic understanding of their charges.’ Understanding of the
science underpinning swimming training and the need for
scientific support for swimmers, forms a critical knowledge
base for effective international coaching. Coaches therefore
need to be informed about the latest coaching principles and
alsc need to foliow the latest findings reported by the pract-
tioners of sport science and medicine.?

Sixty per cent and 62% of the respondents respectively
reported that the medical support systems and scientific
backup availabie in South Africa were not comparable to
Fhose available internationally and therefore required
improvement. In contrast to these views, Noakes® indicated
that the technologies, research and analyses used by top-
performing countries are available in South Africa. These
an0maloys f{ﬁdiﬂgs point to a lack of exposure of swimmers
:: tt:: sct;:lentmc Support systems available for sportspersons
Swim Sstl:tnt:rif-rh's. Situation may be due to the fact thet
appropriate e rica is not providing educational support of

Xposure for these athletes. Also, it may be thal

sport scientists are not .
marketin ough t0
these sectors of the p g themselives well enoug

e Opuiation. Only the elite swimmers Who
artic i \
gamél;atst:‘d " the Commonwealth, All Africa and Olympic
medical suowed awareness of the excellent scientific and

Pport available to South African athletes.
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In their book Bruckner and Khap?
good relationship between coaches
which results in a win-win situation. [t
mers are made aware of the medical

available in order to maximise performance and health

The High Performance Programme of the South Afri
Sports Commission produced mixed responses. Fort Ict\in
per cent (N = 19) of respondents did not know v»;heth;' thz
F’m_gramme served any Purpose, whilst 15 respondents
believed that it had a positive influence on their swimmin
Twenty-five per cent (N = 11) of the respondents felt that thgé
fitness testing in the current format was of no value to swim-
mers. The respondents believed that this programme was
not sufficiently advertised to the athletes and that feedback
and test selections were bhoth insufficient for swimmers. It
was suggested that the High Performance Program.me
should be restructured to benefit the needs of the swimmers.

The professionals most frequently consuited by swim-
mers were masseurs and medical doctors (both 40%),
physiotherapists (11%), while other practitioners {biokineti-
cists, chiropracters and nutritionists) were consulted by 9%
of respondents. These findings again revealed that more
education is required so that swimmers may optimally utilise
services available for swimming enhancement. The swim-
mers believed that the sports masseur was the most impor-
tant person to be included in a travelling support team.

explain the need for a

and scientific support

Swimmers spent approximately R352 per month on
coaching, R389 on supplements and R450 on medical sup-
port (which included consultations with doctors, masseurs
and physiotherapists). Further travelling expenses from their
home to training venues and to iocal competition venues
were as high as R1 200 per month. Accommodation, subsis-
tence and incidental expenses may conservatively total
R3 600 per month if the swimmer lives with his/her family.
Hence, a competitive elite swimmer requires appropriately
R5 991 per month in order to train effectively for competition,
not including costs for overseas travel and accommodation.

Only 8 (18%) of the top 45 swimmers were sponsored to
a small extent by either NOCSA, Swimming South Africa or
private sponsors. This financial assistance was mainly to
cover costs incurred for overseas travel to participate in com-
petitions. These swimmers indicated that they received
between R5 000 and R8 500 per month.

A recent article in the Natal Mercury® described tensions
between the Olympic medal winners and the South African
Swimming Federation concerning the limited financial sup-
port given to the country s elite.* The article suggested that
efforts should be made to plan a way forward with regard to
preparing swimmers for the 2008 Olympics in Beijing and
other major championships. These results indicate that if the
top 50 swimmers in South Africa are sponsored on a perfor-
mance-related pay-swim basis, a greater proportion of these
swimmers will compete internationally. In most developed
countries swimmers competing internationalty are reported
to be professional and therefore full-time athietes. In South
Africa, only 21 (less than half) of the swimmers interviewed

were full-time swimmers.

Sixty per cent of respondents believed that the adminis-
tration of Swimming South Africa is an important factor con-
tributing to poor national performance. The reasons
attributed to this factor were poor organisation of swimming
meetings in South Africa, last-minute changes to swimming
programmes at galas, use of venues that are not suitable in
terms of space and facilities, and the organisation of galas at
altitude, contrary to international trends according to which
most world championships are held at sea level. Since a 4%
drop in aerobic performance has been reported with an
increase of 1 000 m above sea level, this practice will
reduce the chance of South African swimmers qualifying
based on international standards.

Positive findings of this research were related to drug
testing. Of the 87% of swimmers tested by SAIDS, only 1
swimmer tested positive, and that was for cannabinoids and
a stimulant in February 2003, whilst no positive tests were
obtained between January and October 2004 (SAIDS data
base). Sixty-nine per cent of the respondents were on some
form of supplement, which included creatine (N = 11), protein
supplements (N =35), carbohydrate replacement (N =20)
and a range of other supplements, including vitamins, min-
erals, ZMA, HMB, glutamine, Golden products, L-carnitine,
antioxidants and spirulina. A study that screened over-the-
counter nutritional supplements for the presence of steroids
or stimulants banned by the World Anti-doping Agency,
found that 7% of the supplements tested might be misla-
belled or contaminated with banned substances." Therefore,
it may be concluded that inadvertent doping through nutri-
tional supplement use might be a reality for athletes” since
the swimmers spent an average of R389 per month on nutri-
tional supplements.

Itis critical to note that 73% of the swimmers reported that
they were aware of other swimmers who consumed perfor-
mance-enhancing substances. Therefore, it is likely that
more positives will be identified at future swimming events.
Coopoo and Jakoet! reported that the incidence of drug use
wili increase with increased international travel and greater
exposure to international influences. To provide swimmers
with a responsible training regimen, up-to-date training
methods should be used and nutritionat supplements shoutd
be provided to reduce their reliance on drugs as perfor-
mance enhancers.

it was interesting note that most swimmers feit that South
Africa has the raw talent, national pride and the will to win at
international level. This positive attitude of South African
swimmers augurs well for the sport in the future.

Conclusions

The administration of Swimming South Africa should take
cognisance of the views of the swimmers with regard to their
organisation of competitions, financial assistance and edu-
cating athletes on scientific and medical support that is avail-
able for optimising performance. More exposure to
international competition is required by the top 50 swimmers
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