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JOURNAL
From Athlete to Coach

By Robert Ord Brass Ring CrossFit February 2010

Being a great athlete is no guarantee you’ll be a great trainer. 
Robert Ord offers tips for those looking to make the transition. 

For anyone who has been a part of the CrossFit 
community for very long, it’s obvious that the number 
of CrossFit affiliates has been growing at an incredible 
rate.  

Some have taken exception to this growth, claiming 
the rapid expansion has caused the deterioration of the 
CrossFit brand. It has been my experience, however, 
that the recent explosion of affiliates is directly related 
to the number of athletes who have employed the 
method successfully and desire to share it with others. 
I believe that with the application of some basic 
training principles, they can effectively transition from 
successful athlete to successful coach.
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Think Inside the Box
Imagine a gym with a foundation, four walls and a 
ceiling. A good coach understands that training athletes 
requires more than just doing hard workouts, although 
hard workouts certainly have their place. Good training 
requires an understanding of, and adherence to, basic 
principles of physiological adaptation, as well as the 
psychological aspects of educating and motivating 
athletes. The following fundamental elements make up 
the four walls of a sound program. Each is important 
and must be solid, for if there is a flaw in any wall, it will 
cause weakness in the whole building.

1. Technical Accuracy
For an athlete, accuracy is essential. For an exerciser, it 
is not. For the exerciser who sweats to the oldies three 
times a week, the act of throwing him- or herself  around 
the room in order to burn calories is fine. For the athlete, 
the training objective is to prepare for competition 
(another of the “walls”). As such, there is exactness 

in movements, not just because of predetermined 
competition standards but because there is greater 
adaptation when the athlete uses a full range of motion. 
Each movement deepens the neuromuscular pathway 
of muscle memory. Do something wrong and you get 
better at doing it wrong; do it right and you become 
more competitive.

The coach should create an environment that helps 
create an athletic self-image in each athlete. Not 
everyone will come to CrossFit with a competitive 
athletic background, but everyone quickly understands 
the difference between training and exercise, and people 
are quick to notice when performance improvement 
is the main objective. Within the culture of athletics it 
is clearly understood that there is a pretty squat and 
an ugly squat, and that coaches do not like ugly. With 
technique, it all comes down to this: it doesn’t matter 
how much you sweat in training. If you swing at the ball 
and miss, it’s a strike.
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Having a great Fran time isn’t enough. Great coaches need to know how to do the movements properly and  
motivate their athletes to great performances.
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2. Adherence to Prescribed Intensity
The breadth and depth of movements utilized in the 
CrossFit method are unparalleled in any other strength 
and conditioning program. We use powerlifting, Olympic 
lifting, gymnastics and high-intensity interval training, 
as well as kettlebells, barbells, dumbbells, rings, pull-up 
bars, rowers and body-weight exercises. Understanding 
the intricacies of developing a complete athlete is a 
never-ending quest, but one that starts with under-
standing the basics of stimulus and response: 

Movement + Intensity = Stimulus

If the movements are the overhead press, the back 
squat and the deadlift, and the prescription is a 1RM of 
each, as in the CrossFit Total, the response is going to 
be the development of strength. If, on the other hand, 
the prescription for these movements is 21-15-9 for 
time, where the weights are set at 65-70 percent of 
1RM, the stimulus will elicit a much broader response 
that includes strength, stamina and high-powered 
cardio-respiratory endurance. Although both workouts 
used the same movements, the prescribed intensity was 
vastly different. Different stimulus produces a different 
response.

With some athletes I have found that prescribed intensity 
for a CrossFit Total, or any other strength-based workout, 
can be tough because they have little experience training 
in strength modalities. For these athletes, strength work 
often gives them the impression that they did not do 
enough. It was heavy for a moment, but at the end of the 
session they feel that they did not really get a workout at 
all, so they decide to go for a long run, thereby changing 
the stimulus and minimizing the effects of the training. 

On the other hand, for the athlete who performs a 
high-rep workout from a strength-focused perspective 
and takes time to fully recover between lifts, the training 
again fails to meet its objective.  

It is the responsibility of the coach to understand 
stimulus and response and then clearly convey the 
principles to the athletes. In training, it is incomplete to 
say that I want you to run 400 meters and do 50 squats 
without prescribing intensity. On the other hand, if I 
say I want you to do four repeats of a 400-meter run 
at 70-80 percent perceived intensity and 50 squats in 
unbroken sets, I am linking movement and intensity—the 
stimulus. This will result in the development of improved 
lactic-acid recovery, aerobic capacity and stamina—the 
response.

Great trainers understand the link between stimulus and 
response, and they tailor their programming to help athletes 

achieve the greatest fitness gains possible.
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3. Healthy Competition
Training and competition are two different things. 
Training is a means for developing the ability to compete 
at a higher level. Competition is the proving ground 
for the efficacy of training. Training is methodical and 
purposeful. Competition is unrestrained. In most sports, 
an athlete trains 80 percent of the time and competes 
20 percent of the time. If it was the other way around, 
the athlete’s career would be short.

Good coaching includes an element of healthy compe-
tition so the training objective is ever present. Without 
this direction, the purpose of training can mutate from 
a productive, focused pursuit to something more like a 
leaf in the wind, going this way and that. Such training is 
counterproductive and even harmful.

The two kinds of healthy competition are competition 
with self and competition with worthy rivals. 

Today you must have victory over the “you” of yesterday 
in order to become the “you” of tomorrow. Competition 
with self requires recording the results of efforts.  
Benchmark workouts like Angie, Fran and Cindy are 
great for this, but a coach may also create a few of his 
or her own. A coach should ensure that records are kept 
on their athletes, whether in personal training journals or 
permanently on the wall for everyone to see. The coach 
should engender a spirit of self-competition in their 
athletes so that when athletes approach a benchmark 
workout, they do so with seriousness. All the training 
one has done between then and now—the blood, sweat 
and tears—is on the line.

For the competitor, it is often a worthy rival who is the 
greatest ally in developing elite fitness. A good coach 
realizes this and cultivates healthy competition among 
athletes. This not only makes both competitors better, 
but it is also an example of what training and competing 
are all about. The energy of a great contest, where 
athletes push the very edge of their perceived capabil-
ities and then return to train side by side as partners, 
is the true spirit, not just of CrossFit, but the human 
condition.

When it comes to competition, the value of victory over 
self precedes victory over others. So with athletes, it is 
important that the coach watch closely how an individual 
adheres to technical precision in movement during self-
competition before allowing him or her to compete with 
others. If there is no discipline in correct movement in 

self-competition, if the clock and “winning” are more 
important than the raw beauty of proving the merits of 
training and desire, then that individual has not earned 
the right to compete with others, and more harm than 
good can come out of it.  

Competition is beautiful. Our desire to be a part of it 
in one way or another is the reason that a handful of 
gifted athletes make millions of dollars a year. In the 
gym, competition should be regarded with respect, 
for whether it is with yourself or worthy rivals, it is the 
reason athletes train.

Robert Ord believes competition makes an athlete better. 
That competition doesn’t always have to be with other athletes, 

however. Sometimes competition with yourself provides  
all the motivation you need.
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4. Variance in Programming
The phrase “broad, general and inclusive” should not 
be new to anyone thinking about crossing the line from 
athlete to coach. As a coach, the challenge in developing 
athletes to their full potential is to ensure that your 
programming is balanced. A common problem that often 
interferes is a preferential bias a coach or his athletes 
have for training certain physical skills more than others. 
Weightlifters like to lift weights but not run. Runners like 
to run but not lift heavy. Olympic lifters want to program 
Oly lifts into every workout but don’t enjoy rowing. Some 
are good at body-weight met-cons like Cindy. Some are 
good at heavy workouts that require a great deal of 
strength, like Elizabeth. 

I realize that this is a broad overgeneralization, but if you 
are the guy or gal who gets to figure out the workout 
every day, you can be prone to doing what you are good 
at.

A good exercise I recommend for any coach once in a 
while aids in the development of balanced programming: 
review the most recent workouts that appear on the 
main page, and then break them down into stimulus and 
response. For example, at the time of this writing, the 
workouts were as follows:

 WOD Stimulus Response

400-meter walking lunges
High-volume lower-body 
movement with minimal rest.

Lower-body strength and stamina, as well 
as balance and coordination at high lactic-
acid levels.

Shoulder press 1-1-1-1-1

Push press 3-3-3-3-3

Push jerk 5-5-5-5-5

Increasingly demanding heavy 
shoulder-press movements that 
progress from simple (shoulder 
only) to complex (full body), with 
programmed recovery between 
efforts.

Strength and power in the functional 
movement of pressing, as well as accuracy 
and agility in utilizing the whole body to 
accomplish complex tasks.

AMRAP in 20 minutes of:

25 burpees

15 body-weight back squats

Fast-paced, demanding, full-body 
workout requiring continuous high 
metabolic output.

Strength, power and endurance under 
extreme physical (and mental) stress.

21 handstand push-ups 
Run 400 meters 
21 weighted pull-ups

15 handstand push-ups 
Run 400 meters 
15 weighted pull-ups

9 handstand push-ups 
Run 400 meters 
9 weighted pull-ups

Multi-modal heavy pressing and 
pulling movements with inter-
mittent runs at high intensity 
(minimal rest).

Upper-body strength and overall stamina, 
as well as speed and agility.

Deadlift 1-1-1-1-1-1-1
Heavy lifting with optimal recovery 
between efforts

Strength, and lots of it.
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I have purposefully made the descriptions in this example 
fairly general in order to show the obvious, far-reaching 
effects of balanced training. Even in this short period, all 
elements of fitness are present because of the diversity 
of the programming. What is also important to note is 
that this period will probably never exactly repeat itself. 

After employing many different methods over two 
decades, I, like many others, have found that the variance 
of the CrossFit method is more effective than any other 
for developing competency and balance across a broad 
range of physical skills. The main requirement for 
programming is that it must include constant variance in 
functional movements, and the bulk of those movements 
should be performed at intensities high enough to elicit a 
noticeable response from the body.

The Foundation: Community
While the four walls of a great program are primarily 
technical in nature, the foundation is not. The foundation 
of a program is more about people, friendship and love 
of their teammates. It’s about the level of camaraderie 
that exists before, during and after training. It’s about 
knowing that they are cared for. It grows out of the 
members of the team, but it starts with the coach. From 
my experience, the bottom line in engendering a healthy 
community is this: care deeply about your athletes, treat 
everyone with respect, and treat everyone equally.

Three things to watch for:

1. Ignoring the many because of the few—
Three common situations can cause this.

• The elite group—When a small group becomes 
the major focus of the coach, it often results in a 
fracture in the community. This is not to say that 
the coach cannot not give them special attention. 
It only means that the coach must not abandon 
the rest of the group. One solution is to create a 
special time for coaching the elite that allows for 
optimal coaching of the rest of the mere mortals.

• The opposite sex—For a coach, all are “athletes,” 
regardless of gender. A coach who shows overt 
signs of favoritism to one person due to sexual 
attraction may not offend that person but can 
often create a division within the rest of the 
community. This is not to say meaningful relation-
ships and even marriages don’t occur between 
coaches and athletes, but only that it is important 
to keep things mature and professional.

• The chronically needy—There are those who, for 
reasons that probably go back to childhood, take 
up far more time than is befitting them. Some are 
extremely skilled in their craft and can, without a 
coach’s knowing, draw an undue amount of time 
and effort to themselves. They will often flourish 
once they are made to adapt to the environment 
the coach creates, but they prefer to have their 
own way.

2. Allowing disruptive athletes to be part of the team—
It is sometimes difficult, especially when a coach is 
building a business, to make a distinction between 
individuals who belong and individuals who do not. 
The athlete who is derisive or ultra-competitive to 
the point of negativity does not belong. Think of it 
as your team. Would you allow one person on your 
roster to spoil the rest of your players? No, you would 
fire them, of course. So fire them.

3. Getting burned out as a coach—One of the things 
that makes a good coach great is passion. Coaching 
is tough, though, and it takes a great deal of effort 
to connect with your athletes in a personal way that 
allows you to truly motivate them. Each time you 
coach, you give a little bit of yourself away to your 
athletes. With that in mind, look ahead and make 
sure you build in time to restore yourself before you 
get to the point that you are so tired that you just 
don’t care.

As a community grows under the leadership of a good 
coach, the foundation becomes stronger. As a coach 
develops technical skills, the walls grow taller. Both of 
these things together—an unshakable foundation and 
four well-built walls—continually raise the level of the 
ceiling.

The X Factor
Anyone with experience as a coach, or anyone who 
has been coached by multiple individuals, recognizes 
another intangible element that makes a great coach. 
With it, an individual of average athletic competency 
can excel at developing elite athletes. Without it, an elite 
athlete can fall short of developing even average athletes. 
This quality, which I call the “X factor,” is more about 
psychology than technique. It is a change of perspective 
from competitor to mentor and teacher.
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The coach understands that the focus of the successful 
athlete is predominantly inward. “How fast I can go? 
How much I can lift?” An athlete’s motivation for growth 
is personal and as unique as the individual. Put five 
athletes in a box and give them a workout, and each will 
have their own personal reason for sacrificing comfort in 
order to achieve a higher objective.

The focus of the successful coach, on the other hand, 
is to connect with their athletes in a deep and personal 
way in order to develop them to their fullest potential. 
For some coaches this is easier than others. Some people 
inherently have the talent for reading body language and 
sensing emotions, which allows them to build a blueprint 
they can work from. For others it requires more effort to 
cultivate these skills.  

The following are brief descriptions of the elements that 
make up the X factor, as I see them: 

1. Develop trust—Form a connection with your athlete 
built on their belief in your desire to partner with him or 
her in achieving goals.

2. Identify motivations—Listen not only to the words of 
your athlete, but also to your intuition, which picks up on 
the things your athlete does not say or may not even be 
aware of.

3. Inspire—Communicate a vision of success to your 
athlete that utilizes their motivations but pushes him or 
her beyond current abilities and on to the next level.

4. Motivate—Provide a firm, guiding hand that pushes 
your athlete to keep focusing on a goal.

It’s obvious that there’s a lot more to being a good coach 
than doing a two-minute Fran. In fact, it’s a total change of 
perspective. The ultra-competitive athlete cannot utilize 
the thing that makes him or her successful and become 
a good coach. Coaching is more like art; it requires hard 
elements and soft elements commingled together in 
a variety of ways based on a particular situation and a 
unique athlete.

A Never-Ending Journey
I lived in Southern California at the beginning of my 
journey into coaching, and I was blessed to be able to 
spend time with Olympic lifting coach Mike Burgener 
on a semi-regular basis. At the time, I didn’t understand 
exactly why our visits meant so much to me, but later as I 
continued to develop and grow as a coach, I realized that 

I had sat at the feet of a master. It didn’t matter whether 
we talked about training or mowing the grass. I always 
left awed and with a new understanding of coaching.

What is it that Coach Burgener has, or that any great 
coach has, for that matter? Is it an unparalleled under-
standing of form and technique? I don’t think Coach B. 
would agree that his effectiveness is simply a matter of 
knowing how to snatch or clean and jerk. Or maybe it’s 
more about personality and charisma—“Yay, Burpees!” 
To be honest, it’s hard to precisely define the X factor 
that makes a great coach. 

What I do know is that becoming a great coach 
starts with mastering the basics—technical accuracy 
and an understanding of intensity, competition and 
programming—and involves building a community. For 
those who succeed and rise to a high degree of effec-
tiveness, coaching stokes an ever-burning fire within. 
The best coaches are hungry for knowledge and willing 
to try new things, and they seek out every opportunity to 
sit at the feet of a master.
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About the Author

Rob Ord is the creator and founder of Brass Ring CrossFit, 
which specializes in training for the Warrior Athlete 
(something Rob believes all CrossFitters have the heart 
for). Rob travels extensively and runs Full Mission Profiles 
at multiple locations, including Battleborn CrossFit, CrossFit 
Fort Vancouver and CrossFit HEL.
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