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The 2016 Summer Olympics in Rio are now in the history books – 
quite literally – as the world bore witness to history being made in 
what were ostensibly the final and perhaps best performances of two 
monumental icons of Olympic sport: the greatest competitive 
swimmer of all time -- the incomparable, likely-never-to-be-equaled 
Michael Phelps; and the greatest sprinter the world has ever known -- 
the unrivaled, unchallenged “fastest man in the world”, Usain Bolt. 
As these two stars enjoy their current glory and the culmination of 
gold medal performances spanning multiple Olympics, a brand new 
star was borne on the Olympic stage – a pair of stars to be precise – 
a world & Olympic record-breaking athlete, and his one-of-a-kind 
coach.
The first half of this record-breaking duo was a runner whose Rio 
appearance was branded “a massacre” in a sprint performance so 
astonishing it almost outshone Usain Bolt himself. 
South African Wayde van Niekerk crushed American Michael 
Johnson’s record – one that had stood unchallenged since 1999 - to 
take Olympic gold in the men’s 400m final. 
The other half of the star duo? None other than van Niekirk’s unlikely 
mentor and coach – a 74-year-old great grandmother of 4, Ans Botha.
Botha, who had been coaching for 50 years in relative obscurity, 
began coaching van Niekirk four years ago, playing such a central 
role in the history-making triumph (the first Olympic gold medal for a 
South African sprinter for nearly a century) that van Niekirk described 
her as “the driving force” behind his victory.
I watched a background documentary on the relationship between 
this young 24-year old athlete and his coach who was 50 years his 
senior. In observing Ans Botha and her approach to preparing this 
world-class athlete for Olympic history, there are three key aspects 
of her coaching that stood out to me, which can be readily 
applied to the world of executive coaching: 



Key #1 - PASSION
Passion has no age limits. Botha’s persevering, lifelong passion for 
coaching is undeniable, stating that her “passion is too high” to stop 
now, even in a career spanning five decades. She first began 
coaching in her native Namibia in 1968 to help her children follow in 
her footsteps, as she had been an athlete and sprinter in her youth. 
Botha has no plans to retire, stating, “You’re never too old to learn. I 
still love coaching and I still love my athletes.” 
White-haired wisdom.  In coaching van Niekirk in preparation for 
world- class competitions leading up to Rio, Botha “had the wisdom 
not to be intimidated” by the task. Her star pupil benefited from his 
coach’s wisdom, earned through decades of life experiences.
Below-the-surface connection. After van Niekirk’s stunning victory, 
Coach Botha attempted to meet him on the field, but was initially held 
back by officials, who did not believe the white haired grandmother 
was his coach. The duo were finally able to enjoy a hug. “It wasn’t 
necessary to say anything,” Botha said. “We knew in our hearts and 
in our minds what we thought and what we had achieved.”
Takeaway #1 for Executive Coaches: A successful executive 
coach has a passion for the ultimate success of the client. 
This passion stems from the coach’s own years of experience and 
lifelong learning earned on the stage of life and in the world of 
business. When I first began coaching top performing executives, I 
felt that same twinge of inadequacy and intimidation that Botha hints 
at; yet on a deeper level I am reminded that my clients seek me out 
because they need me, and that others with similar leadership 
challenges have in fact benefited greatly from coaching. Listening to 
our own inner voice of mission and purpose, and relying on a below-
the-surface trust connection forged with those we are privileged to 
coach, the progress, achievements and career elevation experienced 
by our clients are more than enough reward for those coaches fueled 
by a passion for helping others attain excellence in their chosen 
career and life pursuits.
Key #2 - PERSPECTIVE 
A perspective of responsibility. Although coaching for more than 50 
years, Botha felt the weight of responsibility that stems from training a 



world-class talent, along with the intrinsic excitement. Botha’s 
perspective as a coach is one of a deep sense of responsibility to 
guide the athlete to develop and realize their full potential. 
Exercising prudence. Botha is acutely sensitive to preventing injuries 
by listening to the athlete’s body. She said, “I try to do my very best 
not to do something wrong that might break him.” Early in their 
relationship, Botha exhibited the presence of mind to shift van 
Niekerk from focusing on the 200m – an event for which he became 
national champ at age 18 – to the 400m, based on her growing 
concern over recurring hamstring injuries he was experiencing, along 
with a need she perceived to improve his overall endurance.
A different vantage point. Botha indicated she liked to introduce 
something new into her training, often bringing an alternative strategy 
or innovation she gleaned from observing another coach’s approach. 
Botha also believes female coaches can offer "something different 
psychologically” to their athletes, and that it’s important for athletes to 
enjoy the training process. Botha acknowledged the ultimate secret to 
her success as praying, "…because I am unable to do it on my own." 
Of his coach’s approach to training, Van Niekirk stated, “I’m grateful I 
could trust in her work.”
Takeaway #2 for Executive Coaches: Effective executive 
coaches earn the trust of their clients by providing a unique and 
candid perspective. 
Those coaches passionate about their role feel a strong sense of 
responsibility to achieve the objectives outlined by the client. Often in 
coaching engagements I’m asked by a client enterprise to coach a 
leader in the organization who has demonstrated consistent ROI, 
made significant contributions to the bottom line of the business, yet 
cannot “play well” with his or her co-workers. In such cases my 
marching orders are clear – to help this individual alter his/her 
behaviors and actions and to exercise those “soft skill” muscles that 
have atrophied for whatever reason. It is then my serious 
responsibility to help that individual see what they perhaps cannot 
see themselves, giving prudent forethought to the most effective 
approach to help shift this top performing leader into another gear. 
This requires a different vantage point, a new perspective, perhaps 



an innovative approach. A healthy dose of what my friend the late Dr. 
Tory Herring, an esteemed business psychologist, called “high candor 
+ high respect” is almost always required. Drawing on the executive 
coach’s own leadership courage and speaking candidly and with 
respect, the goal of offering a different perspective in coaching is to 
enhance the client’s overall “career endurance” and elevate their 
performance to new levels. 
Key #3 - PLANNING
Planning to win. Ans Botha and Wayde van Niekirk had been 
planning to win a medal for three years. It began by Coach Botha 
laying out a plan and strategy to get from point A to Olympic glory in 
Rio. Botha’s was a no-nonsense approach to preparation, and 
resulted in a most remarkable outcome. 
Back to basics. Botha’s athletes praise her methodology that 
combines discipline and a caring approach. Botha said: “I dearly love 
all my athletes but it’s about being strict ... we can laugh, but when 
we have to work hard, we work hard.” Van Niekerk shared that 
arriving five minutes early for training was “late” in Botha’s eyes.
Intense focus and belief. Van Niekirk shared that Botha pushed him 
to reach each progressive level of achievement and encouraged him 
to believe anything was possible. After his record-smashing Olympic 
performance, he spoke of his coach. “She’s an amazing woman; she 
has played a huge role in who I am today and kept me very 
disciplined and very focused on the role and who I need to be.”
Takeaway #3 for Executive Coaches: Effective executive 
coaches take the time to evaluate, listen, assess, and formulate 
a plan of action custom-tailored to the needs of the individual. 
The basic elements of success in any worthwhile endeavor cannot be 
ignored – coaching and being coached are in fact “hard work”, 
requiring intense focus and a disciplined mindset to achieve the 
coaching objectives, underscored by a prevailing belief that it is not 
only within the realm of possibility to achieve the objectives, it is 
highly possible to exceed them. A good executive coach also 
understands and incorporates balance into the customized plan – 
there is always a place for laughter and cultivating a truly caring 
environment, even in an environment of hard work.



Passion. Perspective. Planning: All required elements of an 
effective and exemplary executive coaching practice. 
*******************************
Executive coaching is more often than not a missing piece in today’s 
business enterprise. It is no secret that coaching in the athletic realm 
is a mission-critical element in the success of an individual athlete or 
competitive team. Where would Phelps be without Bob Bowman? 
Bolt without Glen Mills? USA Women’s Gymnastics without the 
Karolyi’s? Van Niekirk without Ans Botha?
Who is coaching your top performing “athletes” to achieve record-
breaking performance on behalf of your enterprise? 
A suggestion: seek out a qualified executive coach and discover the 
difference Passion, Perspective and Planning can make on behalf of 
your organization, or in your personal career aspirations. 
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