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3. AN INTRODUCTION TO JUDGING FREE ROUTINES 
A.  GENERAL OVERVIEW

It is therefore important that the trainer of judges makes certain that the judge is 
trained to be as objective as possible.  The ultimate in this regard is to free the 
judge of her/his own prejudices and/or limitations so that he can become a fair, 
objective judge who can evaluate a routine without any predisposition. 

In addition to the examples previously given, it is extremely important that the 
judge evaluate the swimmer(s) using the judging criteria as “defined in the rules”.    

B.  Panel 1 Execution 
The Execution score covers two areas: Execution, Synchronisation  

1.  Judging Execution 

EXECUTION is the level of excellence in performing highly specialised 
skills.

a. Strokes and Propulsion Techniques should have a maximum result 
with a minimum of effort; in a word - efficiency.  The swimmer who has 
excellent stroke and propulsion techniques will: 

   - be high in relation to the surface of the water 
   - be smooth and effortless in movement 
   - use an appropriate kick with the strokes performed 

In evaluating the strokes and propulsion techniques, the judge needs to 
be aware of the endurance level of these skills.  Very often the strokes, 
etc. begin on one level and as the routine progresses, they drop.  The 
judge therefore needs to be aware of the height, strength, and power of 
the strokes and propulsion techniques throughout the routine.   

In duets and teams, the accuracy of matching the degrees of the angles 
of the arms, legs, etc. is considered under the execution portion of this  
Score.

 b. Figures and Parts Thereof 

Earlier in this manual, detailed attention has been given to the judging of 
the component parts of figures.  All of the basic principles apply when 
evaluating the figures or hybrid figure movements executed in a routine. 
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As you go down the scale of excellence, the desired elements will be less 
by degree and in some cases non-existent. 

Efficiency is also important in judging figures and/or parts thereof.  The 
swimmer should be high, smooth, precise and effortless in executing 
positions, movements, and transitions.   

c. Precision of Patterns

The accuracy of the patterns is extremely important in the team event.  
When the patterns are executed with precision, the overall effect will be 
sharpness and clarity of purpose.  The spatial relationships between the 
swimmers will be exact. When the position is asymmetrical, it will be 
clearly demonstrated. 

A lack of precision in the execution of patterns will create a ‘fuzzy’ 
impression not only of the pattern but the routine as a whole. 

2.  Judging Synchronisation

SYNCHRONISATION is the precision of movement in unison, one with the  
other, and the accompaniment above, at and below the surface. 
Synchronisation of timing of one with another and with music. 

a. One with the other - members of a team and/or duet should be 
perfectly synchronised from the start to the finish, including movements under water.  All body positions, movements, and transitions should be 
perfectly synchronised.  The swimmers should be synchronised above, at 
and below the surface of the water. 

b. With the accompaniment - synchronisation with the music should be 
evident within the latitudes described in the Interpretation of Music 
section. 
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C. Panel 2:  ARTISTIC IMPRESSION

Artistic Impression is an effect, image or feeling retained as a result of the 
demonstration of the skill and good taste of the swimmer.   The Artistic 
Impression score covers three areas: Choreography, Interpretation of Music, and 
Manner of Presentation.   

1.  Judging Choreography 

CHOREOGRAPHY is the creative skill of composing a routine that 
combines artistic and technical elements. The design and weaving 
together of variety and creativity of all movements. 
When evaluating the choreography, the judge must consider the following areas: 

a. Variety - diversity, assortment. The condition of being diverse.
The swimmer should demonstrate a variety of body positions, figure 
movements, strokes, arm movements and propulsion techniques.  

Variety in speed, direction and level: Speed of actions can change from 
fast to slow, accelerate or slow down, stop or become extremely rapid. 
Height and direction of movement can change during an action or upon 
completion. 
   
A variety of transitional actions should be employed when moving into and 
out of strokes and figures. 

b. Creativity - the act of being original or imaginative.
Creativity should be considered in the broad sense of making something 
out of the ordinary, something unexpected or surprising. 
Look for creativity in all actions - figures, strokes, propulsion techniques, 
transitions, patterns and pattern changes, paired and group actions.  

The judge evaluates the creativity in terms of the use of the body in hybrid 
figures.  This is however but a part of the consideration.  The judge also 
considers the originality of the arm movements and pattern formations.  In 
duets and teams, the connection(s) between swimmers may also add to 
the creativity of the choreography. 

The routine may also demonstrate a creative use of the music.  This 
refers to using the music in an appropriate manner but other than the 
expected stereotype for the music used. 

c. Pool Coverage - the pathway the swimmer(s) take through the 
water.   
The well choreographed routine will be constantly moving and cover the 
pool.  In the routine with good pool coverage, the swimmer will avoid 
extended periods of time in a small area of the pool. 
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2.  Judging Music Interpretation

MUSIC INTERPRETATION is expressing the mood of the music, use of the 
music’s structure. 

Music Interpretation should be judged with an ‘open mind’, allowing for the 
widest latitude of individual interpretation. Music Interpretation is how the 
swimmer(s) uses the structure of the music.  For example: 
The interpretation of the music involves the swimmer(s) attempting to express 
the character or mood of the music. 
The judge may prefer certain ways to use and interpret music, but this should 
not influence their judging. It is not a question of whether the judge likes the 
interpretation and use of the music, but whether or not they are well-done. 

3.  Judging Manner of Presentation 

MANNER OF PRESENTATION is the manner in which the swimmer(s) 
present(s) the routine to the viewers. The total command of the 
performance of the routine. 

It involves the face and use of the whole body. The swimmers must demonstrate 
they that they are in total command throughout. Total command requires a 
completeness of performance that demonstrates confidence, poise and 
effortlessness; a high energy level, both physical and emotional; a consistency 
of performance with the maintenance of an illusion of ease throughout. There 
must be responsiveness to the emotions expressed by the music and appropriate to the choreography along with the ability to communicate with 
sincerity and enjoyment to viewers so they are drawn into and feel a part of the 
performance. Routines that receive top scores in this category show dynamism 
and strength yet are also fluid, graceful and captivating. They have an allure, an 
appeal to the senses, a magnetism; in short, they have charisma.  

D. Panel 3: Difficulty 
DIFFICULTY is the quality of being hard to achieve. Difficulty of all 
movements and of synchronization. 
This area of routine judging is complex.  It is very important for the judge to 
understand all the factors affecting difficulty. 

a. Figure movements may be difficult because of the strength, 
kinaesthetic awareness, and/or technique proficiency required to execute the figure. 

(i)  Strength – force required due to the amount of airborne weight to 
be supported and/or movements which place a great deal of stress 
on any given muscle group.
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(ii) Kinaesthetic Awareness - the ability of the individual to know 
the spatial relationship of her body parts. 

(iii) Technical Proficiency - movements which require the mastery 
of a specific technique for their execution.  

To achieve a high level of performance in a given figure or figure 
movement, all three of the above factors are interdependent.  Difficult 
figure sequences are those that:  

   - have multiple changes of the position of the spine 
   - require the mastery of multiple techniques 

- place within the routine: stress on the cardio-pulmonary 
system 

   - have a changing centre of gravity and/or buoyancy 
- have a high percentage of the total body weight lifted and/or 
supported above/over the surface of the water 
- require an extreme range of flexibility 

b. Strokes that are difficult require constant movement, power and make 
demands on the cardiovascular/pulmonary systems. 

Double arm movements above the water increase the difficulty of the 
propulsion techniques.  Strokes may also be difficult due to the complex 
combination of changing angles of the arms. 

c. Patterns - teams that demonstrate a variety of pattern changes 
increase the difficulty of their routine because of: 

   (i)    the need for multiple changes within each portion of the routine. 
   (ii)   the changing spatial relationship of the swimmers to each other.   

  The following patterns are difficult for a team to perfect: 

   - straight and/or diagonal lines 
   - circles and/or curved lines 
   - patterns that are relatively close together 
   - surface changes 

- pass through patterns 
   - blind patterns 
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d. Placement - outstanding swimmers will be able to execute difficult 
movements in the last portion of the routine with the same degree of 
proficiency and effortlessness as executed in the beginning. 

e. Synchronisation - may contribute to the difficulty of a routine because 
of:

- the type of movement used 
- the type of music used 
- how the music is used, in general performing all movements 
together is more difficult but this is not an absolute. Examples: 
quick, complex cadence actions require split second timing which 
is difficult, a four and four matching of descending and ascending 
spins 

f. Risk Factor - When the swimmer[s] executes skills that expose them to 
the chance of a lesser performance.  Such factors are very obvious when 
missed.  For example: 

- Team event: blind pattern changes; a moving lift, especially when 
the top swimmer is moving; stacks, throws, etc. 
- Duet event: a connected move, especially when it is moved into from a blind move  
- Solo event: a rocket followed by a slow descent; a rocket 
followed by a rapid continuous spin. 

Risk factors performed well will give a routine highlights and leave the 
public with memorable moments of the routine. 


