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While this piece is framed around Aries Merritt’s 110mH World Record, it is 

more about breaking through and getting to a higher place of performance.  

Whether you are an elite athlete or a coach working with developmental 

hurdlers, this collection of factors and stories will contain some valuable 

lessons for you.  

This case study has been written by Andreas Behm. Andreas has been coaching 

sprints & hurdles for over 15 years. He has coached athletes at 3 Olympic games 

as well as 6 Outdoor and 3 Indoor World Championships. Aries & Andreas 

started working together in 2008 and built a strong coach-athlete relationship.
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The Recap 

To revisit, it was a warm evening on the 7th of September 2012 in Brussels, 

Belgium. The scene was the Memorial VanDamme Meeting - the prestigious 

Diamond League Final. The stadium was packed, Usain Bolt was racing, 

Shaggy (Mr. Boombastic) was performing and the gorgeous Miss Belgium 

was in the house.  

Aries had a crisp warm-up before entering the stadium. The mission was 

clear: win the race and secure the Diamond League Championship. It had been a 

long season, the excitement of an Olympic Year was coming to a close. Aries was 

definitely a little tired, so we were hoping he could keep it together for just one 

more race. 

The gun went off and Aries got out a little ahead of the field, everything was 

pretty even through the first hurdle unit. Aries just kept accelerating through 

the first couple hurdles and separated himself from the pack. His feet shuffling 

as quickly as they could, he continued gaining separation throughout the race. 

He was going so fast, all he could do was react to the hurdles. He burst off the 

final barrier, threw his arms out behind him, in Naruto style, and crossed the 

finish line.  

The clock stopped at 12.81 - a new World Record!! The crowd roared and as Aries 

was celebrating it was rounded down to an astounding 12.80!! 

This was an incredible performance and culmination to what had been an 

amazing year of fast races, as well as an Olympic Championship.  
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What has never been talked about before in detail is how it came to this 

moment. What were the underlying factors and events that led to that run?  

This was clearly a multi-factorial process, meaning it took a lot of different 

elements to blend together for such an outcome.  

This case study is not meant to focus on the training aspect, but rather, 

on the other factors that also had to fall into place. Some of these were 

immediate, while for others, seeds were planted years in advance.  

It was a convergence of all these factors that led to the successes of the 2012 

season… 
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Talent 
The first and most undeniable reason for Aries’ success is simply talent. 

Aries is a unicorn,  a supremely gifted athlete who, as a late bloomer, 

grew into his affinity for hurdles late in his high school years. He 

went on to become World Junior Champion in 2004 and set the then 

NCAA meet record of 13.21 seconds. 

Aries can hurdle, he can sprint, he has great body 

awareness from years of doing gymnastics, is ultra 

competitive and of course, he can ‘shuffle’. 

Man, can he shuffle - he has long legs and can still 

move super quick in between the sticks. I started 

coaching Aries in 2008, and every coach I 

encountered, from Brooks Johnson to John Smith, 

kept telling me how fortunate I was to be coaching  

the most talented hurdler on the planet. If he could 

ever figure it out, he could be unstoppable. 
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Embracing the Grind 
Talent will however only get you so far - and Aries’ vast 

talent got him quite far. By his own admission he was not 

the hardest or most focused worker. But can you blame 

him? He could get by with minimal work and still go out 

and run 13.2 very consistently, and with that still rank top 

10 in the world.  

Leveling up performance would require stepping up his 

work habits. This had been pointed out to him repeatedly 

but sometimes it takes an unusual event to spark change. 

This event came courtsey of Wallace Spearmon. Wallace 

was training at Texas A&M at the same time as Aries, and 

they were good friends. One day, Wallace got tired of 

Aries just going through the motions at the track. He 

grabbed Aries, got in his face and started shouting at him; 

“You are the most talented, lazy *BLEEEP* I have ever 

come across. I am tired of this *BLEEEP*. I am done seeing 

you waste your *BLEEEPI talent. If you ever get your 

*BLEEE    together you could dominate your event!”.

 This shook Aries. Nobody had talked to him like THAT 

before - especially not a close friend. Wallace meant every 

word and said it from the heart. Aries went home and 

really took time to think about what Wallace had said and 

realized that he was right. He emerged a changed athlete 

and rededicated himself to his craft & sport. 
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Heartbreak & Failure 
We failed a lot early in Aries career. All hurdlers fail, that is part of the 

event.  

He was 4th at Olympic Trials in 2008 by 0.02 seconds. 

He was unable to run well at the 2009 Berlin World Championship 

preliminary rounds due to an injury on the last warm-up start before 

the race 

He smashed through two hurdles at the 2011 Daegu World 

Championship Final. 

But these failures build hunger, humility and resiliency. Aries realized that not 

everything would be handed to him easily. Nobody was going to lay down for 

him. He would need to earn his way through this sport. This only further stoked 

his determination and competitive fire. We took the lessons from each failure 

and tried to apply them further down the line.  

�7



Nutrition & Sleep 
Throughout several seasons, we made a concerted effort to get Aries on board 

with better nutrition and sleep (something a video game enthusiast sometimes 

neglected). We found a nutritionist that Aries trusted and was comfortable 

working with and he switched his gaming habits. This meant his sleep habits, 

body composition and his ability to recover from workouts was improving. 

While this sounds obvious and simple, it really requires buy-in from the athlete 

and an overhauling of old, established habits. It takes some time to dial in what 

works and what doesn’t work and we certainly went through a few different 

versions of everything before it really stuck. 

Consistent Improvement 
Everyone sees the amazing season of 2012 and many have viewed it as an 

overnight success. In reality it was four years+ in the making. There was a 4-5 

year period of consistent improvement preceding the magical 2012 season. The 

best way to illustrate this is to show his progression over a number of years at 

the US National Championships - specifically from the finals. This gives a good 

example of the same time of year, same kind of meet, same kind of pressure, 

same stiff competition:  

2008 - 13.27 - 4th Place 

2009 - 13.15 - 3rd Place 

2010 - Did not compete due to injury 

2011 - 13.12 - 2nd Place  

2012 - 12.93 - 1st Place 

As you can see, Aries’ time and placing improved  each year. This is a testament 

to his growth, patience and cumulative hard work.  
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From 8 to 7 Steps 
This has been well documented and is often attributed as the main reason for 

the success in 2012. While it clearly played an important part, all the other 

factors here also play a role. 

Aries was always known as a finisher, and we knew if he could be in contact 

with the field midway through a race he would have a chance at the end. After 

developing his speed and power for several years, resulting in him running up 

on the hurdle doing 8-steps, in 2011 we decided to switch to 7.  

The process of switching over was challenging but 

eventually allowed him to have a more explosive start 

and then use his finishing ability to gap the field. 

Talent Meets Experience 
2012 proved to be a crucial intersection of Aries’ experience in the sport 

catching (or matching) up with his talent. We already documented how talented 

he was, but one needs a certain level of calmness and confidence to succeed in 

this event.  

By 2012, Aries had raced all around the world and competed against every high 

level hurdler on the planet. He established a feeling that he belonged and was 

ready to challenge the best. This type of feeling takes time to acquire, it can only 

be manifested through trials and tribulations. This is maybe akin to a High 

School or College Junior now knowing they can compete at that stage. It took 

the first two years to establish himself and gain valuable experience by 

competing against contemporaries.  
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 Image by Erik van Leeuwen, attribution: Erik van Leeuwen (bron: Wikipedia). 
www.erki.nl, GFDL, https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=18692955 

Defeating a Nemesis 
This nemesis was none other than Chinese hurdler Liu Xiang. One of the most 

revered athletes to ever run the 110mH. Before the World Indoor 

Championships in 2012, Aries was around 0-10 in lifetime races against Liu 

Xiang. In the finals in Istanbul, Aries broke through. He got out on him at the 

start, forcing Liu to make an uncommon error clipping a hurdle. This helped 

propel Aries to victory and the World Indoor Title. It also showed him that he 

could beat Liu and he finally managed to get over that hump. Liu did come back 

later in the year to destroy the field at both the Shanghai and Prefontaine 

Diamond League meets - but his air of total invincibility evaporated in Aries’ 

mind at that World Indoor Championships.  
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Performance Clustering 
A major breakthrough is oftentimes preceded by a series of 

consistent, stabilizing performances. This was no different 

for Aries. He was consistently running sub 13.00 seconds 

throughout the summer of 2012 - almost to the point where 

this consistency was frustratingly maddening.  

He seemed to be stuck at a plateau - a great plateau for sure, 

but stuck nonetheless. In order for something bigger and 

better to happen, stabilization and a consistent display of a 

given performance can be an important contributing 

factor. 

Training Quicker  
What enabled Aries to string together a series of very fast 

runs was that we strategically looked at the races as the 

biggest load he should be under while competing regularly. 

We targeted workout sessions to micro-dose training 

elements, for example we just touched on elements we 

needed Aries to stay sharp on. We would go to the track 

and do two hurdle starts - if they were fast and explosive we 

would end the session there.  

Aries had also spent many weeks training at rhythms that 

were actually faster than what he was racing at (excluding 

the world record time), so we knew his body should be well 

equipped to handle sustained fast racing.  
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We were still very careful and conservative with training sessions in between 

fast races, to make sure we were not over-loading him. Aries would warm-up, 

see how he felt, and then we would decide on what session would follow. If there 

was any doubt we would err on the side of caution and keep the session light. 

This is what worked for him. 

Just Relax 
After winning Gold at the 2012 Olympics in London, Aries was hellbent on 

trying to break the world record. He was determined to do it in one of his 

remaining meets. This resulted in a false start in Lausanne and two races in 

Birmingham and Berlin where he just pressed too hard. He tried to will and 

force himself to the world record and by doing so he produced two races that 

were tight and stiff - still sub 13.00, but just not well executed. Straining and 

muscling down the track were not going to get this done. At this stage of the 

season, a very long season, Aries was tired.   

We went to Brussels for the last race of the year - The Diamond League Final. We 

both agreed that we would just relax and approach this race as a celebration to 

an excellent season and were ready to finally go home. Upon shifting the 

emphasis away from the World Record and just focusing on executing and 

having fun, that is when everything  exploded!!! 
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Watch the incredible record breaking race here. 
Source: Universal Sports Network Youtube Channel

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2_tMTXO5Fs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-2_tMTXO5Fs


While this retelling is framed around a World Record, the lessons contained 

therein are those every athlete can appreciate and apply. The challenges that a 

world record holder faces are no different from those any athlete faces; dealing 

with failure, developing good training habits, competing against the best, 

adjusting technique, dialing back and resting when others are forging forwards, 

and being patient. Whether it is setting a new PR, winning a race, overcoming a 

plateau, making a National team, or breaking a World Record, it is the 

convergence of these factors that lead to success.
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FOLLOW ALONG FOR UPDATES

WWW.ALTIS.WORLD

A huge thank you to Andreas Behm and Aries Merritt for allowing us to tell their story

https://www.instagram.com/altis/
https://www.facebook.com/ALTIS/
https://twitter.com/ALTIS
https://altis.world/
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