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PEAK PERFORMANCE

Fearlessly Forvward

World champion swimmer uses his journey past fear to motivate others

At 3, he jumped into a lake at a family reunion and almost drowned. His father saved him, but his
fear of water plagued him even throughout the swimming lessons his parents later insisted he
take. “Some of my best friends still pick on me because I cried so hard during my first few lessons,”
the 35-year-old Muhammad recalls. Had his parents allowed him to succumb to those anxieties,
Muhammad would never have become a five-time World Cup Swimming champion and four-time
US Open champion—having broken 11 American records. Overcoming the fear of water not only gave
Muhammad confidence to swim; it allowed him to realize a talent that would have gone unnoticed.
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Steps to Moving Through Fear

Muhammad works with children and adults to help them
reassess their view of water, but his three-step approach
can be applied to any fearful situation:

Find a place of comfort. Rather than diving into the deep
end, divide the goal into small steps and start with what's
comfortable. In the pool, “that might mean just getting
comfortable with your ears in the water,” Muhammad
says. If your goal is to present at a national conference,
your initial place of comfort might be speaking in front
of a small committee.

Repeat the small steps. Practice not only makes perfect,
it builds a memory muscle that makes second nature
what was once a difficult task. It also increases confi-
dence. When swimmers realize that staying underwater
for five seconds isn't threatening to their safety, Muham-
mad makes them repeat it until it feels comfortable and
a natural part of the swimming exercise. Finding ways
to practice improving your skills, such as by joining
Toastmasters, can make a fear such as public speaking
less formidable.

Keep raising the bar. When beginning swimmers accom-
plish one task, “we try to keep the challenges coming,”
says Muhammad. Each success spurs the next one.
Likewise, a person who progressively speaks in front
of larger audiences develops confidence that he or she
can handle more challenging engagements. “You have
to keep raising the bar and that's how you win,” offers
Muhammad. “That's where success comes.”

—Tamara E. Holmes
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