
The Ten Commandments of 
Effective Lifeguarding
The Ten Commandments of Effective 
Lifeguarding is a lifeguard training resource 
for swim clubs, summer camps, YMCAs and 
water parks... really any place with a lifeguard. 
Understanding, embracing, and following these 
simple lifeguarding tips will make any pool 
much safer.





L I F E G U A R D S
Leave cell phones, iPods, magazines and all other external distractions at home.
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NO TEXTING
A responsible lifeguard will avoid all distractions. Most people agree that distractions of any 
kind are detrimental to e�ective lifeguarding, so why do we continue to �nd so many reports of 
lifeguards texting and reading while on duty?
 

Lifeguard Texting In The News
We know that lifeguards do amazing and often sel�ess work, but these stories are a major black 
eye for guards all around the world.

�	 Texts From the Lifeguard Chair � NYTimes.com

�	 Injured Diver Neglected by Texting Lifeguard � CultureOfSafety.com

Preventing Lifeguard Distractions
Institute a Zero Tolerance Policy
No Aquatics Director or Lifeguard Supervisor would tolerate a lifeguard chatting face-to-face with his or her friends for an entire 
shift. �at same level of intolerance is necessary when it comes to guards text messaging or reading while on duty. We highly 
recommend instituting a strict, one-and-done policy. Any lifeguard caught text messaging while on duty should be terminated 
immediately. No excuses. 





L I F E G U A R D S
Inform other lifeguards and supervisors of weak or problematic swimmers.
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IDENTIFY BAD SWIMMERS
As a lifeguard, you should take pride in everything you�ve been trained to see and 
hear. When you fail to communicate your observations, you�re not only putting 
your fellow guards at a dramatic disadvantage, you�re also putting swimmers at risk.

Recognizing Problematic Swimmers
Recognizing weak or problematic swimmers should be second nature to every 
lifeguard. As a lifesaving professional, spotting vulnerable or mischievous patrons 
is your �rst priority. If you don�t know what to be looking for, or have concerns 
with what is being asked of you, speak with your supervisor immediately. 
As far as this Lifeguard Commandment is concerned, we�re more focused on the 
importance of communicating your observations e�ectively as a team.

Opportunities For Communication
Lifeguards must take steps to share their observations with other guards. 
Fortunately, several opportunities for sharing your observations are built into a 
typical lifeguard shift.





L I F E G U A R D S
Fine-tune lifesaving and water rescue skills regularly; take training seriously.
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IN-SERVICE TRAINING
When athletes come o� of the bench, they are expected to step in and do their best to salvage a di�cult situation. When lifeguards 
come o� of the bench though, they are expected to perform at the highest level possible right away. �ere is no time to learn on the 
�y, a life may depend on it.

The Lifeguard Training Conundrum
A lifeguard�s number one job is preventing water-related emergencies. When a lifeguard does their job e�ectively, however, they 
spend very little time putting their water entry and lifesaving skills to use. �e lifeguard conundrum is� if practice makes perfect, 
and a good lifeguard prevents every opportunity to practice, what happens when an accident that can�t be prevented occurs?

Because you don�t have the luxury of honing your lifesaving and rescue skills while on-duty, lifeguards absolutely must take in-
service trainings seriously; it is the only way to ensure you�re prepared to answer the call of duty when a swimmer is in distress.





L I F E G U A R D S
Educate swimmers of the dangers of extreme breath holding and shallow water blackout.
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SHALLOW WATER 
BLACKOUT
Shallow water blackout is a loss of consciousness caused by a reduced 
supply of oxygen to the brain. It is often related to hyperventilation, 
which is a series of long, deep breaths designed to decrease the amount 
of carbon dioxide in the blood. 

Hyperventilation is a dangerous technique often used by competitive 
swimmers and divers in order to hold their breath longer. Without the 
appropriate levels of carbon dioxide, the body fails to recognize the 
need for oxygen as it traditionally does. Swimmers that hyperventilate 
develop something called hypocapnia and reach the blackout zone 
before experiencing the normal urge to breathe.





�	 Check rescue equipment

�	 Perform swim testing

�	 Test water chemistry

�	 Empty trash bins

�	 Maintain locker rooms

�	 Complete incident reports

�	 Answer patron questions

�	 Reprimand trouble makers

�	 Provide basic �rst-aid

�	 Clean the pool deck
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SECONDARY RESPONSIBILITIES
Prioritizing the wide array of lifeguarding responsibilities can be made much easier by distinguishing between 
primary responsibilities and secondary responsibilities. And distinguishing between the two isn�t di�cult because all 
lifeguards have one primary responsibility.

A Lifeguard�s Primary Responsibility
�e primary responsibility of a lifeguard is to ensure patron safety. Any other task a lifeguard may be asked to 
complete should be considered a secondary or tertiary responsibility, and, therefore, should never take precedence over 
water surveillance.

Secondary Responsibilities
While every lifeguard has the same primary responsibility, secondary responsibilities will vary widely from one pool 
to the next. Here are some tasks that you may be asked to complete at your pool:

L I F E G U A R D S
Guard while on duty; secondary responsibilities are for later.





WHAT IS THE MOST DIFFICULT 
RULE TO ENFORCE?

We asked visitors to our website which 
pool rule they feel is the hardest to 
enforce. Here�s what they said:
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ENFORCE POOL RULES
Pool rules are important. �ey help protect swimmers from the most 
common water- and pool-related injuries, and they also make a lifeguard�s 
job easier. Pool rules lose their e�ectiveness, however, when a lifeguard fails 
to uphold the rules consistently with all swimmers.

Know All of the Rules
Every lifeguard needs to know every pool rule. If a single lifeguard forgets 
a particular rule, swimmers may view that as leniency, which may make 
it di�cult for other lifeguards to successfully enforce the same rule at a 
later time. 

�e timeless �but that lifeguard didn�t stop us from {insert dangerous 
activity here}� can be a frustrating interaction for even the most patient and 
experienced guard. In-service trainings are a great time to remind lifeguards 
of each of the pool�s rules.

L I F E G U A R D S
Uphold pool rules consistently and fairly.
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BE RESCUE READY
When a lifeguard doesn�t have the right tools they can�t be rescue ready. And 
when a lifeguard isn�t rescue ready, the safety of everyone around them can be 
jeopardized. Being rescue ready, however, requires more than just a swimsuit 
and the right tools.

Key Elements To Being Rescue Ready
Have the Right Mindset
Lifeguarding requires incredible amounts of mental strength, which makes it 
so important for a guard to start each shift with the right mindset. When a 
lifeguard is con�dent in their rescue skills and the lessons learned in in-service 
trainings, they can approach water surveillance with the right frame of mind. 

A lifeguard must also be con�dent that they are prepared to activate the 
Emergency Action Plan (EAP), as well as knowing their role during an 
emergency situation. Scanning the water is tedious. Making a rescue is 
stressful. Lifeguarding is physically demanding. For all of these reasons, you 
must always be in the right mindset.

L I F E G U A R D S
Always be rescue ready; have proper attire, rescue tube and PPE.
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TWENTY SECOND RESCUE
A swimmer can lose consciousness in as little as 30 seconds, and as long as 
a swimmer is unconscious, there are no guarantees regarding their safety. 
�e best way to keep all swimmers safe is to recognize a distressed swimmer 
immediately, then quickly and safely respond, and then, �nally, perform the 
necessary water rescue technique without hesitation. 

Recognizing A Distressed Swimmer
An experienced lifeguard knows that distressed swimmers often look and sound 
nothing like the images we see on TV. Splashing and yelling are extremely helpful 
indicators for a lifeguard; unfortunately, many swimmers in need of help often slip 
quickly and quietly underwater. 

Lifeguards can easily miss a potential drowning victim anytime they are not actively 
surveying the water from bottom to top. And even when a lifeguard is providing 
quality aquatic surveillance, it may be di�cult to see all areas of a pool because of 
strong glare, cloudy pool water, overcrowding, or even a slight breeze rippling over 
the surface of the water.

WHAT A REAL 
DROWNING LOOKS LIKE

This video shows you what a 
real drowning will look like. 
No splashing, no yelling, just 
quick and silent.

L I F E G U A R D S
Recognize, respond and rescue a distressed swimmer in less than 20 seconds.
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HEALTH AND HYDRATION
What Happens When A Lifeguard Starts 
Their Shift Dehydrated And Exhausted?
We asked this question online and received a shocking response from a 
Lifeguard Supervisor working in Florida. As he explains it, a lifeguard in his 
early twenties showed up for his shift at a large waterpark severely dehydrated 
and operating on only a few hours of sleep. �e guard, who, by all accounts, 
was usually very good at his job, got dizzy and ended up falling from his stand 
into a busy wave pool more than eight feet below. He was so disoriented that 
three other on-duty lifeguards were forced to enter the water and rescue him. 

Luckily, everyone made it out of this situation unhurt, but things easily could 
have ended much worse for the lifeguard that fell, the lifeguards that had to 
perform the rescue, and the patrons swimming in the wave pool.

As a lifeguard, your health and wellness impacts more than just your own well 
being. When you�re tired you can�t survey the water e�ectively, and when you�re 
not doing your job, other people are put at unnecessary risk.

L I F E G U A R D S
Drink plenty of �uids. Eat right and get plenty of sleep before a shift.





21 BEST PRACTICE GUIDES  //  The Ten Commandments of Effective Lifeguarding TheSilverLining.com

SCANNING BOTTOM TO TOP
Lifeguards know that distressed swimmers don�t often resemble what we see 
on TV or in the movies. Most of these portrayals show a swimmer �ailing, 
splashing, and yelling loudly� if only it was that easy! Swimmers can slip 
beneath the surface of the water almost instantly, and they often don�t make a 
sound. �e only way to ensure that all swimmers are safe is to actively scan the 
bottom of the pool every 10 seconds.

Counting Swimmers Does Not Work
Trying to count swimmers is extremely di�cult and can also be exhausting. 
Counting swimmers is dangerous because a lifeguard never knows when a new 
swimmer will enter or exit their zone of coverage.

L I F E G U A R D S
Scan your area of responsibility from bottom to top every 10 seconds.
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