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D DONALD STEEL, PH.D.

or the past several years, re-

searchers at Pennsylvania State

University and the University of

Maryland have been studying life-

guard behaviors throughout North
America, primarily through computer-an-
alyzed self-reported evaluations of work-
ing lifeguards. More than 5,000 life-
guards have responded to the survey dur-
ing the past three vears. The questions
are changed each year in an attempt to
answer timely issues and trends that ap-
pear to be developing in the profession.
While many different questions were an-
swered during the 1996 survey, much at-
tention was given to training and ability is-
sues in lifeguarding.

The 1996 sample consisted of 2,281 life-
guards from the Untied States and Cana-
da. Approximately half of the lifeguards
responding to this survey were from Cal-
ifornia (1,087). Most of the respondents
worked as lifeguards in southwestern
and western states. The other top states
included Arizona (217), Oregon (197),
Colorado (156), and Texas (126). The fol-

lowing data defines this sample by age,
experience, gender, the type of facility
where employed, and whether seasonal
or career lifeguards.

As Table 1 indicates, there was quite a
range of age and experience for life-
guards in the sample. Age ranged from 15
years old all the way to 78 years old, with
a mean age for the sample in the low 20s.
This pattern also holds true for experi-
ence. While some guards were obvious-
ly novices with less than a month of ex-
perience, others had as much as eight
and one-half years of experience. The av-
erage experience level of the guards in
the sample was 25 months. Furthermore,
as one might expect, older lifeguards
were also more experienced. There was
a significant correlation (r=.636) between
reported age and the number of months
of experience reported by the lifeguards
in the sample.

Table 2 describes where the lifeguards
in the sample were employed. The ma-
jority of the lifeguards in the sample (82
percent) were employed at indoor and
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WHILE LIFEGURRD
FOR SOME IT IS

TABLE 1. AGE AND EXPERIENCE OF LIFEGUARDS IN THE SAMPLE

Experience of Lifeguards (in Months)

Age of Lifeguards (in Years)

IMG IS H
A FULL-TIME CHREEER.

Minimum Maximum Average Minimum Maximum
15 78 21.31 0 99
TABLE 2. TYPE OF FACILITY WHERE LIFEGUARDS

IN THE SAMPLE WERE EMPLOYED

Type of Facility Number Percentage
Indoor Pool 596 28%
Outdoor Pool 1,148 54%
Waterpark 200 9%
River/Lakes 35 2%
Ocean 158 7%
Total 2,134 100%

TABLE 3. CAREER ORIENTATION AND GENDER OF LIFEGUARDS

IN THE SAMPLE

Career Orientation Gender
Career Seasonal Males Females
Number % Number % Number % Number
435 20% 1,734 80% 1,100 52% 997

TABLE 4. TIME TO COMPLETE ONE SCAN

Scan Times Number Percentage
1-5secs. 374 18%
610 secs. 1,17 54%
11-15secs. 459 21%
16 - 20 secs. 132 6%
More than 20 secs. 30 1%
Total 2,166 100%

TABLE 5. TIME SCANNING BY SIZE OF ZONE

Scan Time Small Me
N % N
1 -5secs. 7 20 130
6-10 sacs.. 211 53 389
1115 secs. 7% 2 4
1620 secs. 28 7 31

More than 20 secs. 1 0 4
Total 398 19 695

o
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Size of Zone
dium Large Extra Large Extremely Large
% N % N % N %
19 9% 17 27 14 8 14

56 316 57 85 45 137 49
20 109 20 57 30 68 25
5 o B 20 N 2. 8
1 g8 1 S A 13 5
33 5522 181 9 218 13

QI

Average

25.28

%
48%

Total

N %
k8 17
1138 54
453 21
130 86
28 1
2,117 100

FART-TIME JOB FOR MOST IMDIVIDUALS

outdoor pools. This was followed by
waterparks (nine percent), oceans (seven
percent), and rivers/lakes (two percent).
Due to the low number of guards employ-
ed at rivers/lakes, this category was elim-
inated in any further analysis.

While lifeguarding is a part-time job for
most individuals, for some it is a ful-time
career. As Table 3 illustrates, there were
slightly more males than females in the
sample. However, the number of season-
al guards far outweighed the number of
guards who reported that they have
made a career of lifeguarding.

Measvuring Lifeguard
Behaviors and Abilities

Although it is difficult to rate the be-
haviors and abilities of lifeguards with a
self-reporting survey, three questions
were asked to provide some insight into
these aspects. The first of these questions
asked the guards to indicate how long it
takes them to complete a visual scan of
their zone of responsibility. The results
from this question are outlined in Table
4. While the majority (54 percent) of the
lifeguards reported that they took six to
10 seconds for a complete scan, 28 per-
cent of the guards in the sample took
longer than 10 seconds to complete a
scan. The 10 seconds is considered by El-
lis and Associates to be the standard of
care regarding scan time,

One possible reason for this discrep-
ancy may be the size of the zone that life-
guards are asked to watch. Therefore,
scan times were compared by zone size
in an effort to see if zone size accounts for
some of the variance in scan time. The re-
sults are outlined in Table 5.

As zone size increases from small to
large, the number of seconds lifeguards



report they take to make a complete scan
significantly rises. Note that only one out
of 398 lifeguards guarding small zones
reported taking more than 20 seconds to
scan their zones, compared to 13 out of
278 guards watching extremely large
zones reporting this same scan time. Ad-
ditionally, less than 50 percent of guards
watching either extra large or extremely
large zones were within the scan time of
six to 10 seconds. From a realistic and
practical standpoint, it appears that larg-
er zones simply require more time to
scan effectively. Also, if larger zones are
also crowded, even more time would be
required. Lifeguard-training manuals also
strongly suggest stopping the eyes every
10 to 15 degrees to better detect details
like facial expressions and distress sig-
nals. Therefore, it is clear that the statis-
tics do not support the validity of the rec-
ommended 10-second scan requirement
for all lifeguarding environments. Com-
mon sense, along with this data, indicates
that large, crowded zones may not be ef-
fectively scanned in 10 seconds.
Another important measure of life-
guard effectiveness was the percentage
of time on duty that the guards reported-
ly spent watching their zones. As Table 6
illustrates, the amount of time guards
watch their zones varies considerably. In
fact, fewer than half of the guards in the
sample reported watching their zones
100 percent of the time while on duty, and
18 percent reported watching their zones
only 85 percent or less of the time.
Perhaps the most important measure
of lifeguarding ability was the response to
the question asking the guards to rate
their confidence in making a successful
water rescue. Although the majority of
lifeguards believed they were well-
trained, when asked “How confident are
vou in your abilities to make a water res-
cue?” the responses and patterns dis-
played in Table 7 were interesting and al-
most identical to last year's survey.
Although only five percent of the life-
guards responded that they were “very

unconfident” to make a water rescue,
please note that this represents more
than 100 lifeguards in this sample. As in
last year's responses, lifeguards who

were not either “Very” or “Fairly” confi-
dent bypassed “Not Sure” and “Not Very
Confident” in order to mark “Very Un-
confident.” Again, the pattern of re-
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IT IS ALSO IMPSRTAHT TO KHOW WHAT TYPES OF SKILLE ARE BEING TARUGHT

o @& & o o

Y THE TRAINERS DURING IM-SERUICE TRAINING.

TABLE 6. PERCENTAGE OF TIME SPENT WATCHING POOL

Number
30

Time Watching Zone

50% of Time on Duty

75% of Time on Duty
Bé% of Time ﬁ.n Duty_—-
100% of Time on Duty
T

TABLE 7. CONFIDENCE OF MAKING A SUCCESSFUL WATER RESCUE

Confidence Level
Very Confident
Fairly Confident
Not Sure

Fairly Unconfident

Very Unconfident

TABLE 8. WHERE LIFEGUARDS RECEIVED THEIR CERTIFICATION

Certifying Agency

American Red Cross

Ellis and Associates
YMCA
United States Lifesaving Association

Other

Note: Because of the low number of lifeguards receiving their certifications from the YMCA and USLA
in this sample, these categories were included with the “other” category for further analysis.

TABLE 9. PERCEIVED QUALITY OF CERTIFICATION COURSES

Very Good

Certifying Agency

American Red Cross 48%

Ellis and Associates 60%
50%

Other

TABLE 10. CONFIDENCE OF GUARDS BY TRAINING AGENCY

Training Agency Confident
American Red Crnss-s 95%
Ellis and Associates 94%
Other ; 7 ? éB% .
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87
278
949

2,155

Percentage
1%

4%

13%

44%

100%

Percentage of Guards

12%
22%

Less than 1%
Less than 1%

5%

Percentage of Guards

Quality of Course
Good
46%
39%
%

Not Confident
5%
6%
12%

83%
10%
2%
3%
3%

Poor
6%
1%
9%

sponses seems to indicate that these in-
dividuals are truly not confident and prob-
ably should not be lifeguarding. While
this is not huge, it is alarming. Apparent-
ly, something is happening that allows a
number of guards to slip through the
cracks of the certification process, or the
courses do not have sufficient training in
realistic rescues. These factors are ex-
amined in the next section. One surpris-
ing finding, was that there was absolute-
ly no difference in the confidence levels
between seasonal lifeguards and career
lifeguards in making a water rescue.

Certifying Agencies and Training

Lifeguards participating in the survey
obtained their certifications from a num-
ber of different sources. Table 8 outlines
these different agency certifications ob-
tained by the lifeguards competing in the
sample.

Examples of “Other” certifications cit-
ed by respondents included the Royal
Lifesaving Society of Canada and The
Boy Scouts of America. While females
were significantly more likely to be cer-
tified by the American Red Cross or Ellis
and Associates, males were significantly
more likely to be certified by other agen-
cies, such as USLA and the YMCA.

In addition, the lifeguards were asked
to name the certifying body and the qual-
ity of the most recent lifeguarding course
in which they participated. The results
are shown in Table 9.

These results indicate, to a significant
degree, that the lifeguards completing El-
lis and Associates training rated the qual-
ity of that course higher than those
taught by the American Red Cross or
“Other” training agencies. There was also



a significant difference in confidence lev-
els between lifeguards trained by differ-

ent agencies. When asked how confident
they were in their abilities to make a wa-
ter rescue, those who were categorized
as “not confident” (responded with “Not
Sure,” “Not Very Confident,” or “Very Un-
confident”) were more likely to be trained
by agencies other than the American Red
Cross and Ellis and Associates. Table 10
outlines these results.

Pre-Season Orientation
and In-Service Training

It was reassuring that 95 percent of the
sample had both pre-season training and
in-service training. When asked how in-
formative these sessions were, the 1996
sample rated its in-service training high-
er than its pre-season orientation (see
Table 11). Ninety percent of all lifeguards
rated their in-service training as being
“Fairly” to “Very” informative. It appears
that while lifeguard trainers are doing a
good job with in-service training, em-
ployers of lifeguards should attempt to
improve the pre-job orientation. It is also
interesting to note that the waterpark life-
guards were significantly more satisfied
with their job orientation than those who
worked at other facility types.

It is also important to know what types
of skills are being taught by the trainers
during in-service training. Table 12 out-
lines the skills the guards in the sample
were reportedly trained in during their
in-service training. The vast majority of
the guards in the sample reported that
both accident management and accident
prevention were included in their in-ser-
vice training. However, note that 13 per-
cent of the guards reported being trained
only in accident management and not ac-
cident prevention. Obviously, the bene-
fits of a proactive approach to lifeguard-
ing necessitate including accident pre-
vention as a part of the training program.

Readers should understand that the
sample used to compile the above data
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TABLE 11. RATING OF IN-SERVICE TRAINING AND JOB ORIENTATION

Value of In-Service Training

Value Number Percentage
No Value 32 1.5%
Little Value 86 4.1%
Not Sure 104 4.9%
Fairly Valuable 881 41.6%
Very Valuable 1.016 47.9%
Total 2,282 100%
How Informative was Job Orientation

Informative Number Percentage
Not very informative 27 1%
Somewhat informative 286 14%
Not Sure 56 3%
Informative 929 44%
Very Informative 795 38%
Total 2,093 100%

TABLE 12. COMPONENTS OF IN-SERVICE TRAINING

Type of Training Number Percentage
Accident Management 270 13%
Accident Prevention 182 8%
Accident Management and Prevention 1,600 76%
Other 56 3%
Total 2,108 100%

was not a typical, randomized sample.
Most of the surveys were distributed to
lifeguards by directors and supervisors
who received the forms at national con-
ferences or workshops that the authors
attended. It should be kept in mind that
those attending these national workshops
could have had more education, training,
and finances for lifeguarding training
than others who were unable to attend
these workshops. For that reason, the re-
sponses to all questions are likely to be
positively skewed or biased, meaning that
the lifeguards in this survey would be
more likely to answer more appropriate-
ly than those who were not part of the
study. The fact that there are lifeguards
who are even less informed or more poor-
ly trained than the present sample should
give us even more cause for concern.
The data reveals that lifeguards in the
field do not always follow many of the ac-

ceptable or established “standards” in the
field. Part of this may be due to the var-
ied environments lifeguards encounter,
ranging from small splash pools to large
wave pools to the ocean. Perhaps estab-
lished standards should be modified and
fine-tuned to meet the needs of more chal-
lenging lifeguarding environments. For
instance, the 10/20 scanning rule is an
excellent concept that suits most small
and moderately sized swimming facilities,
but it is quite possibly ill-suited for large,
crowded, open-water facilities. More
study for effective scan times for various
environments seems to be necessary. At
the least, we should realize the current
standards are not being met in all water
environments. m

All questions and comments about the
study should be directed to Tom Griffiths,
Ed.D. at 814-865-1432.



