
Different Strokes For Different Folks

A Swim Coaching Article By Swim Smooth
Have you ever watched elite swimmers or triathletes and noticed the huge range of styles on show? Some have long smooth strokes, whilst others have shorter strokes with a choppy, punchy style? Some swim with high head positions looking forwards, some with low heads looking downwards, some with strong kicks and others with seemingly gentle kicks.

All these swimmers are performing at a very high level in their sports so clearly have efficient strokes. Which style should you aim for in your stroke? Let's have a look at some relevant factors:

Your Height

Many elite swimmers are extremely tall, with the men normally over 1.9m (6ft 3"). When you watch clips of Phelps, Thorpe or Hackett on YouTube, bear their height in mind. Because of their length in the water and long arm reach, they are able to travel a long way on each stroke and so develop a long smooth style.
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When you swim, the speed which you travel through the water is determined by a combination of the length of your stroke and the rate of your stroke (how many strokes you take per minute). This is just like riding your bike - where the combination of the size of the gear you are pushing and your pedalling cadence determine your speed.

Tall swimmers are normally suited to a longer stroke with a slower stroke rate. Be careful not to over-do this even if you are tall, it's easy to introduce a big deadspot in your stroke at the front and this will decelerate you in the water between each stroke, making you less efficient, not more. Aim for a long stroke but still keep it continuous and flowing in nature.

If you are shorter, then your most efficient style is likely to be a shorter stroke with a faster turn-over. If you are such a swimmer, the advantage you have is that you can increase your strokes-per-minute to a higher level without fighting the water.

Ape Index: Arm Length In Relation To Height
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In the climbing world, climbers refer to something called Ape Index, which is a measure of your arm span minus your height, normally expressed in inches. It's very easy to measure, find out how here: ape index in swimming
Most adults are in the range -3 (meaning your arm span is 3 inches shorter than your height) to +4 (meaning your arm span is 4 inches longer than your height). Zero or +1 is about average.

Your individual Ape Index affects your stroke style quite a bit, in a similar way to your height. If you have long arms for your height then you will probably benefit from that longer smoother stroke style.

However, if you have short arms a longer stroke style simply won't work for you and trying to adopt this style will ultimately lead to frustration. Trying to match the stroke length of someone with long-arms will make you less efficient and slower as a result. People with short arms often have small hands too - and this smaller working area on the water only makes a long stroke even harder to achieve.

Good Natural Buoyancy




Many triathletes - particularly men - suffer from poor natural buoyancy. With very lean muscular legs that have a tendency to drop down low in the water and cause lots of drag. Many swimmers are told to look straight down at the bottom of the pool to help rectify this.

However, a significant percentage of triathletes don't have this problem and are lucky enough to have good buoyancy distributed in the lower half of their body. This is a positive attribute for swimming as it helps keep your legs high and so reduce your drag.

If you have good natural buoyancy then adopting a deep head position can actually lift you up too high at the rear, leaving you feeling very unbalanced in the water. For yourself, you would be best served with a higher head position, looking further forwards. Try looking 1 to 2 meters in front of you at the bottom of the pool.

Some swimmers only notice this unbalanced feeling when donning a wetsuit - the extra buoyancy of the suit bringing you too high at the rear. If you experience this, experiment with a higher head position, it's often enough to bring your body back in balance again.

Upper Body Flexibility

By studying swimming on the internet you will have seen pictures and videos of elite swimmers extending forwards and catching the water very near to the surface. This helps them develop an excellent catching position with their elbow near the surface:
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Most age group triathletes - and a lot of elites triathletes too - have much less upper body flexibility than elite swimmers. If you have non-elite flexibility and try and catch the water near the surface, you will drop your elbow and wrist in this position which ruins your hold on the water:
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It is much more realistic for you to extend forwards and aim to start your catch about 20-30cm beneath the surface. This still gives you plenty of propulsion in a much more manageable position:
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If you've seen Swim Smooth's animated swimmer Mr Smooth you can see he commences his catch in such a position. Don't worry, your swimming won't be limited by doing this, you can still swim extremely quickly without trying to catch near the surface:
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Ankle Flexibility

Your ankle flexibility is heavily affected by your background in sport. Triathletes with running, cycling or team sport backgrounds tend to have stiff ankles and can't easily point their feet straight, or beyond straight, as elite swimmers can. In our experience fell runners have the stiffest ankles of all!
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Good ankle stability is beneficial for land based team sports as it stops you turning or twisting your ankles. However, when swimming, it means you can't realistically develop a propulsive leg kick as this requires you to flex your foot beyond straight. This can have a marked impact on the style of stroke which might suit you best.

When you are working towards a long smooth stroke, the danger is that you decelerate in between strokes as you try and lengthen out as much as possible. This is inefficient because you have to re-accelerate your whole body weight on the next stroke, which is hard work. An elite swimmer can compensate for this effect to some extent by applying a very propulsive leg kick to power through this phase of the stroke. If you study video footage of elite swimmers with very long strokes, you'll notice they are tall with long arms and they also kick very hard. Swimmers such as Phelps and Thorpe are noted for the length of their strokes - and they are also noted for the propulsion of their kick - two factors which are fundamentally linked.

[image: image11.jpg]



A shorter faster stroke style is suited to triathlon and other open water swimming

What if you have poor ankle flexibility, as most age-group triathletes do? This will mean that you have poor propulsion from your leg kick and so you need to be wary of overly lengthening your stroke and trying to introduce glide. By doing so you will lose speed during this deadspot and become less efficient in the water. Your ideal stroke will be a touch shorter with a faster turnover. This style can be extremely efficient and fast in its own right, most elite triathletes swim with this technique.

If you do have a background in swimming and have a decent kick then you can expect a longer stroke style to work for you, even if you are quite short in height. Of course, you don't want to tire out your legs for the bike or run, so your kick power must be kept to a moderate level. However, it is an option for you to add some kick propulsion and use a slightly longer stroke style if you so wish.

Summary

There is a widely held misconception that everyone should be swimming with one ideal-stroke style: to make your stroke as long as possible. By observing elite athletes, and fast swimming age-groupers, we can see that a range of styles can be efficient and very fast.

Of course, on top of these factors, you may have a personal style. For instance, you might be tall with quite long arms but prefer a shorter stroke with a faster turn-over - for you it feels right and you are swimming well with it. This is absolutely fine, you certainly wouldn't look to fundamentally change your stroke style when you already a strong swimmer.

However, if you have worked on your swimming technique and are frustrated that you have not made the progress you would like, then it's very likely you have tried to develop a style that isn't suited to your individual make up. Adapt your stroke intelligently towards a style suited to your build and experience, and you will unlock your true potential in the water.

About Swim Smooth

Swim Smooth is a swimming coaching company famed for its straightforward approach to improving your swimming. On our website you'll find a wealth of easy to read articles to improve your swimming. We offer swimming DVDs, swimming training plans and training tools to improve your stroke technique. Also don't miss our amazing animated swimmer "Mr Smooth" showing you an ideal freestyle stroke in action:
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