
 
 
 
 
A Lesson from Olympic 
Gold Medalist Dick Fosbury 
on the Value of Being 
Unconventional 
 
The year is 1968 and 80,000 people are watching a young man 

named Dick Fosbury from their seats in Mexico City’s Olympic 
stadium. Unbeknownst to them, they were about to not only 

witness the setting of an Olympic record, but the revolution of 
high jump. 

 

Nobody had even heard of the tall and lean teenager from 
Oregon until about three years before the 1968 Olympic Games. 

Fosbury wanted to compete in high jump, but he failed to clear 

the required height required to participate in a high school 
athletics event. 

 



Shortly after this disappointment, he shifted his focus to 

clearing the minimum height for entry into the Olympics. He 
trained hard, but still failed to clear the minimum height. This 

made him decide that he would have to change his approach 
totally. After experimenting extensively, he had a stroke of 

genius. 

 In considering the whole process of the long jump, he found 
that high jump is a relatively simple event. Athletes generally 

jump over a bar and whoever clears the bar at its highest ends 

up winning the event. Each athlete tosses his or her body over 
the elevated bar and falls onto a padded landing pit on the 

other side. 
 

As with most schools in the 1960s, the landing pit at Fosbury’s 

high school consisted out of wood chips and sawdust. But 
during his Grade 11 year, Fosbury’s high school became one of 

the first schools to install a foam landing pit…which gave him a 

unique idea. 
 

What would happen, he thought, if he turned his body away 
from the bar and went over by arching his back and landing on 

his neck and shoulders as opposed to attempting the 

conventional way with his face toward the bar? 
 

 



The Birth of the “Fosbury Flop” 
 
Fosbury’s new style was initially widely criticized and perhaps 

as it was totally unconventional. One reporter compared 
Fosbury’s jump with “a fish flopping in a boat” whilst another 

newspaper headline referred to him as the “World’s Laziest 

High Jumper”. 
 

Fosbury ignored the criticism and by 1968 Fosbury he was the 

one laughing as using his unconventional method did not only 
win him the NCAA Championship, but also qualified him for 

the Olympic Games in Mexico City. Upon completion of the 
Olympic Games, Fosbury not only set a new Olympic record by 

jumping 2.24 meters, but changed the entire philosophy of high 

jump. Within a period of 10 years his technique became the 
standard for high jumpers worldwide. In fact, every gold medal 

winner and major record holder of the last 35 years have 

applied the “Fosbury Flop”. 
 

Fosbury’s story offers two important lessons which extend 
beyond the world of athletics and high jumping. Firstly, it 

indicates how it is possible to conduct tasks in new or better 

ways as the environment surrounding a tasks changes. 
Secondly, it indicates how great ideas or strategies are often 

unsuccessful when it is applied in the wrong environment. 



Different Environments Often Requires Different 
Approaches 
 
Fosbury’s success came during a period when the environment 
of the sport was changing, yet everyone was still following old 

patterns of behaviour. You see, even though the switch to foam 

landing pits allowed athletes to experiment with a wider range 
of jumping techniques, everyone continued with the 

conventional method until Fosbury made his big “Flop”. 

 
This is exactly what we see when startups completely disrupt 

established industries. For instance, taxis were considered the 
standard method of transport for years. However, at some point 

mobile phones and constant Internet access became the norm 

and allowed Uber to become the biggest taxi company in the 
world. 

 

Hence, lesson one: When the environment around a task 
changes, new and better ways to do things usually become 

possible and indeed advisable. As individuals we should always 
question the way we do things and attempt to improve the way 

we do things – however minutely. 

 
 



Even Great Ideas or Strategies Might Fail in the Wrong 
Environment 
 
About three years before Fosbury made his rise to fame, a high 
jumper named Bruce Quande started experimenting with a 

backward jumping technique in Montana. 

 
But nobody ever heard of him because he stopped competing 

shortly after experimenting with the new technique. Who 

knows, perhaps he lost interest or perhaps his school did not 
have the correct landing equipment for him to implement his 

new method. The only proof that we have that he did attempt a 
backward jump is because someone discovered an old photo of 

him going over a bar backwards 50 years later. 

 
Today there is no debate that Fosbury’s technique is the best 

approach to high jump. It immediately outperformed every 

other method which was considered the norm in high jump for 
decades! The fact is, Bruce Quande had the right idea but he did 

not have the correct environment to turn that idea into a 
success. 

 

Good ideas are very much like seeds. Plant them in fertile soil 
with the necessary sun and water and growth of that seedling is 

almost guaranteed. To the contrary, toss them on rocky soil and 



no or little growth is likely. Your environment has a huge 

impact on your ability to be successful on various fronts. If your 
ideas or methods are constantly unsupported by your 

environment and peers progress will invariably be difficult. 
 

Hence, lesson two: Be realistic and understand that even a great 

idea or strategy might fail in the wrong environment. It is, 
however, incumbent upon each of us to persevere with our 

ideas despite adversity. 

 
Finding Your Own Flop 
 
Dick Fosbury was successful because his sport switched the 

landing material and he was willing to experiment with an 

unconventional jumping style. In similar vein, you have to be 
willing to experiment with new ideas to determine what works 

best for you. 

 
Some situations where experimenting with new approaches 

might serve us well might include the following. 
 

•! A mother receives a promotion at work requiring her to 

work longer hours than usual. As result of the 
requirements of her new job, she arrives home an hour 

later than usual. She tries to stick to her daily workout 



routine and spend time with her family, but ends up 

feeling drained when she eventually gets to bed. The 
environment has changed and she needs to find a way to 

make time for exercise and time with her family. 

•! Athletes get injured and stop exercising as a result, but 

still eat as if they were training each day. If they want to 

avoid gaining weight, they would have to adjust their 
eating habits to match their altered lifestyle.  

•! An entrepreneur owns a small business, but observes a 
significant decline in sales the last couple of years. He 

does not pay any attention to new marketing methods 

related to social media. In fact, he avoids it as he is 
uncomfortable with it. The reality is that the business 

environment changed and business owners such as this 

one would have to adapt to it by adopting new approaches 
to marketing their business. 

 
We all face changing environments at work, at home and in our 

relationships with others. The key is to be aware of when the 

landing material changes, so that we can adjust and experiment 
with new jumping styles to discover what works best for us. 
!


