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Developing Exceptional 
Aquatics Leaders
By George Deines

M
anaging exceptional aquatic facilities depends on recruiting, 
hiring and training exceptional aquatic leaders. And, while 
this seems like a no-brainer, it has become more and more 
apparent, as I visit aquatic facilities across the country, that 

exceptional aquatic leaders can be hard to come by. Whether it’s head life-
guards, aquatics supervisors or on-duty managers distracting their lifeguards 
by actively conversing with them, distracting themselves by being on their 
phone or displaying complacency by sitting in an office with their feet up, 
these behaviors have been observed and are detrimental not only to the facili-
ty where they occur, but also to the aquatics industry.  

So, how can aquatic professionals 
produce exceptional leaders within 
their organization? They must be 
strategic and intentional to make it 
happen, and it starts with the follow-
ing four primary categories:  

Initial Certification
The most overlooked area for train-
ing exceptional aquatic leaders lies 
within the initial lifeguard certifi-
cation course. But, “What does a 
lifeguard certification course have 
to do with an aquatics leader,” you 
may ask? I contend that it has every-
thing to do with aquatics leaders! A 
lifeguard course represents the first 
time your future team members are 
exposed to the aquatics industry, risk 
management and the importance 
of  exhibiting exceptional behaviors 
while on the stand. If  lifeguard in-
structors inadequately teach the pri-
mary tenants of  lifeguarding to their 

future team members, they ultimate-
ly will end up with a poorly trained 
group of  lifeguards to choose from 
when it comes time to promote 
them to the role of  lead lifeguard, 
head lifeguard, lifeguard manager or 
into a full-time supervisory role. 

Within the lifeguard certification 
course, instructors must ensure they 
not only teach all the certification 

requirements, but also go above and 
beyond to include a broader aquatics 
picture. Lifeguard candidates need 
to hear about the value of  aquatics in 
the lives of  their community mem-
bers, to be frequently reminded that 
“something could happen today” 
and to see the behaviors expected of  
them modeled daily. Through this 
process, the seed for exceptional fu-
ture leaders is being planted and life-
guards are being trained for the long 
term, even if  they may only work as 
a lifeguard for a summer or two.  

Preseason Training
While the initial certification train-
ing happens a few years in advance 
of  a lifeguard’s promotion to a 
leader, the next three categories 
pertain directly to the leaders who 



24 Parks & Recreation |  A Q U A T I C S  G U I D E  2 0 1 9  |  W W W . P A R K S A N D R E C R E A T I O N . O R G

have already been hired. The first 
of  the three is the development of  
a preseason training program. To 
have a team of  exceptional leaders, 
aquatics professionals must train ex-
ceptionally! While a good aquatics 
leader training program will include 
the dos and don’ts of  the job, such 
as how to run an in-service, track 
payroll, check chemicals and clean 

the aquatic facility, those items are 
just the tip of  the iceberg if  an excep-
tional team is desired. It’s important 
for leaders to know what do to, but 
it’s even more important for them to 
know why it matters.  

It’s imperative that aquatics lead-
ers know how to exhibit the primary 
leadership qualities of  casting vision 
for their team, communicating ef-
fectively with those around them, 
displaying an exceptional work ethic 
and always exhibiting character. A 
great way to teach these qualities to 
your team is to conduct an “Aquat-
ics Leader Conference” at your fa-
cility, where you essentially conduct 
a customized NRPA conference for 
your team. 

You probably can’t take your 
team to NRPA, so you must bring 
NRPA to them! Supervisors should 
put their years of  experience, hours 
of  attending sessions at confer-
ences and knowledge of  all things 
aquatics into developing and con-
ducting their own conference for 
their team. In addition to teaching 
the primary tenants of  leadership, 
conduct sessions on creative ways 
to keep team aquatic facility per-
sonnel hardworking and engaged 
and the best ways to ensure the fa-
cility is as safe as possible. For a 
seasonal aquatic center, this is best 
done during the month of  May so 
that the information stays fresh for 
the entire season: for a year-round 
or indoor aquatic center, anytime 
would be a great time.  

Weekly Training
After conducting an “Aquatic Lead-
er Conference,” don’t forget to re-
inforce the information that was 
shared during ongoing, weekly 
training. A weekly in-service is for 
lifeguards, as well as leaders! The 

To have a team 
of exceptional 

leaders, aquatics 
professionals must 
train exceptionally!
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best way to stress the importance of  
the initial certification and presea-
son training is to revisit those ideas 
all season or all year long. Bring 
your team together two to four times 
per month to discuss what’s going 
well at your facility and what things 
need to improve. Pick a single topic 
from your conference and ask your 
leaders to give tangible examples 
of  how they’ve implemented it or 
where they are currently struggling. 
Together, spend some time drafting 
agendas that will help you cover 
challenge areas and develop better 
teamwork among your leaders. This 
makes the topics from the preseason 
training even more important, be-
cause it serves as a springboard for 
the continual training and develop-
ment of  your leaders. 

Daily Interactions
Finally, don’t forget to communi-
cate with and care for your leaders 
daily. Even the best trained leaders 
still need direction, feedback and 
oversight. Take the time each day to 
pick their brain about what things 
need attention and how the life-
guard team is performing and ask 
them what they need to perform at 
the highest level possible. Also, use 
these interactions as training exer-
cises. Aquatic leaders will find them-
selves in all types of  situations that 
they may not have ever imagined: 
How do they handle a parent who 
is not supervising their children in 
the pool? What do they do if  a guest 
demands a refund because of  a bad 
experience? What should be said to 
the lifeguard who has been late three 
of  the past four shifts? Start jotting 
these types of  circumstances down 
on notecards and ask your leaders 
a different question each day. It will 
help them to start thinking about 

how they would respond and han-
dle the situation, and it gives you a 
teachable moment if  they aren’t sure 
exactly what to do.  

The Time to Start Is Now
As aquatic professionals have just 
kicked off  another year and plan-
ning for the upcoming summer 
season, they should be intentional 
about how they view the importance 
of  their leaders and how best to train 
them. Through initial certification, 
preseason and in-season training, as 
well as communicating with them 
daily, they will set their aquatic op-
eration to thrive for this year and 
many more after it. 

SPECIAL ADVERTISING SECTION

Spectrum Aquatics

Spectrum Aquatics designs and man-
ufactures high-quality custom rails, 

ADA pool and spa lifts and commer-
cial-grade pool deck equipment. Spec-
trum has great products, skilled em-
ployees, knowledgeable engineers, and 
an excellent customer service and sales 
staff. Spectrum Aquatics strives to con-
sistently exceed expectations and to be 

the total solution provider for our cus-
tomers. From inquiry to installation, 
Spectrum Aquatics is here for our cus-
tomers and the Aquatics community.

 

800.791.8056
www.spectrumaquatics.com 

George Deines is Studio Director for Counsilman- 
Hunsaker (georgedeines@chh2o.com). 
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