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Welcome

Your child has been selected to represent New Zealand in water polo - an achievement that
opens doors to opportunities both at home and around the world.

Water polo is a global sport with deep roots in Europe, strong pathways in the USA and
Australia, and growing presence across continents. New Zealand players have access to a
programme and community that prepares them to compete internationally, pursue scholarships
and professional contracts, and develop as people through high-performance sport.

You're here because you want the best for your child. You've both made sacrifices to reach this
point, and now you're looking ahead, wondering what comes next, what's possible, and how to
support them well.

This guide will help you understand where New Zealand sits in the global water polo landscape,
what opportunities exist for Kiwi athletes, and how to navigate the pathway ahead with clarity
and realistic expectations.
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What countries dominate water polo?

Women's water polo has been dominated by a small group of nations for over three decades.
The United States leads the way with eight World Aquatics Championship gold medals, while
Hungary, Spain, Italy, the Netherlands, and Greece have shared the remaining titles between

them. Australia has been the most competitive nation outside of Europe and North America.

On the men's side, Serbia has won three consecutive Olympic gold medals, with Hungary,
Croatia, Spain, and Italy the other perennial contenders.

These nations share a common thread: professional club leagues, year-round competition, and

high training volumes from a young age.

Top women's teams

USA, Hungary, Spain, Italy,

Netherlands, Greece, Australia

Top men’'s teams

Serbia, Hungary, Croatia, Spain, Italy
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Despite these challenges, there are opportunities for New
Zealand athletes

Women's Programme:The New Zealand's women's water polo team has achieved remarkable
results for a programme without professional leagues or government-funded academies, where
athletes train a fraction of the hours of their international counterparts.

The team secured 9th place at the 2024 World Aquatics Championships, coming within two
goals of qualifying for the Paris Olympics.

At the 2025 FISU World University Games New Zealand placed 4th, delivering a historic upset
over 4th-ranked Hungary - a result described as "one of the biggest shocks in FISU World
University Games water polo history."

Beyond national team success, the pathway has grown substantially, with more than 30 New
Zealand women currently on scholarships in NCAA or NAIA programmes, and over 10 playing
for European clubs, including 4 athletes holding professional contracts in Spain.

Men's Programme:New Zealand's boys age group teams are currently ranked 19th globally as
of 2026.

Unlike women's water polo, which has seen a very recent global expansion allowing nations to
develop on a more level playing field, the men's game has been dominated for decades by
European powerhouses.

Men’s water polo has been played since the 1900 Olympic Games, meaning century-old
programmes and deep infrastructure that create significant competitive gaps for emerging

nations like New Zealand.




Part 1:
What water
polo offers
your child in
New Zealand
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There’s a clear pathway from grassroots participation through to international competition. It
combines school and club opportunities, leading to national squad selection and world-stage
competition.

TRAIN TO TRAIN

LEARN TO PLAY TRAIN TO TRAIN / TRAIN TO TRAIN TO WIN
COMPETE
Learn the game Fun, safety, basic Safe and enjoyable Performance of Improvisation and _
through Flippa Ball skills and experience of the 7- skills and multi- problem solving
and local understanding of aside game functional roles under game Regional / National
competitions the game under game conditions leagues
conditions

& [S [ tournaments
Flippa Ball a ‘ s

National squad
selection, camps &
competitions

el
Scholarships

International
professional
contracts

c
0
b
[

World Champs

Olympic Games
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Helpful links

¥ Detailed Athlete Pathway: https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/athlete-pathway

¥ Performance Programme Information: https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/performance-

programme



https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/athlete-pathway
https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/performance-programme
https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/performance-programme
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What this pathway unlocks

In New Zealand

¥ National club competitions and leagues
¥ Represent your country at World Championships (U16/18/20/Senior)
¥ Australian age group competitions (U15/17 State Champs, Australia Cup)
¥ World Aquatic World Cup events
¥ Olympic Games pathway
Overseas
¥ USA College Scholarships - on average, there are 20+ Kiwi athletes on water polo
scholarships in a given year.
¥ European Professional Clubs - 10+ Kiwis on contracts (mostly women)
¥ Australian National League clubs (a more common route for male players)
¥ European Champions League experience
¥ Professional coaching, world-class facilities, high-performance sports schools
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OPPORTUNITY MILESTONES

Age Competition Level Squad Opportunities International Pathway

Sid Flippa Ball, School & Club leagues,
Regional festivals

12-14 Regional & National 14U Champs Olympic Hopefuls Tournament
14-16 School & Club Nationals (Div 1 & 2) U16 National Squad World Aquatics U16 Champs
16-18 School & Club Nationals U18 National Squad World Aquatics U18 Champs

. < : World Aquatics U20 Champs,
18-21 National League, 21U Nationals U20 National Squad _ ;

FISU (University) Games
i i . . World Champs, World Cup,

Open National League (Div 1& 2) Senior National Team

Olympics

!
!
!
. National squads are selected from National Championships at U14, U16, and U18 levels. The
coaching team uses these tournaments as the primary talent identification opportunity.

. Did you know?Each year, about 30-40 Kiwi athletes are on USA college scholarships or
playing professionally overseas.
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What 'High Performance' means

For your athlete

Being a performance-level water polo player means committing to a high-standard daily training
environment and developing both as an athlete and a person.

It requires:

¥ Training consistently and with purpose: 40+ weeks per year developing technical,
tactical, physical, and mental skills — with key rests built into annual planning

¥ Building strong daily habits: Prioritising recovery, nutrition, sleep, and video review.
Studying world-class players and becoming an expert in your position

¥ Seeking challengeCompeting against stronger opposition to accelerate growth
¥  Mental toughness:Building commitment, resilience, and grit

On theinternational stage

High Performance in water polo refers to teams and athletes capable of competing with
distinction at the highest international level.

Distinction is defined by the New Zealand Olympic Committee (NZOC) as being ranked in the
top 16 in the world (open competition, not age group) with the likelihood of a top 8 finish at

pinnacle events: the Olympics, World Championships, and World Cup.

Since 2021, Water Polo New Zealand's women's programme has met this standard, receiving
High Performance Sport NZ funding based on:

¥ Consistent top 8 finishes at World Cup events
¥ Progress toward Olympic qualification for 2028

This reflects the programme's success in developing athletes who can genuinely compete on
the world stage, despite our resource constraints as a smaller nation.

Helpful links

¥ Performance Programme Information: https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/performance-

programme



https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/performance-programme
https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/performance-programme

Part 2: The
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the gap
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The training hours truth

' Typical Training Hours (age 12-18) Typical Training Hours (age 18+)
) Including pool, comps, strength & conditioning, Including pool, comps, strength & conditioning,
! video analysis, and specialist workshops video analysis, and specialist workshops
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The resource reality

Water polo in New Zealand relies predominantly on volunteer and part-time coaches, with
strength and conditioning programmes available only in select clubs and schools.

This means, while high performing Kiwi teens might be training 15 hours a week, it's fragmented
- split between club, school, swim squad and national camps.

By contrast, the International High-Performance Centre, CAR Sant Cugat (based in Barcelona),
and top USA college programmes employ full-time professional coaches, strength and
conditioning specialists, physiotherapists, nutritionists, sports psychologists, and video
analysts as standard.

Australia bridges the gap through state institutes like NSWIS (NSW Institute of Sport), which
provide 16 hours of water training plus three strength sessions per week for selected athletes
that sits alongside their club commitments.

The reality of New Zealand's population, sporting infrastructure, and resource base is clear in
these comparisons. These gaps explain why competing internationally can be challenging at age-
group level, but they also highlight why our athletes who access overseas opportunities often
thrive, especially when they arrive adaptable, coachable, and hungry to learn.

Sources and helpful links

¥ CARSant Cugat, Barcelona: https://www.car.edu/

¥ How professional water polo works: https://sportssurge.alibaba.com/waterpolo/is-
there-professional-water-polo

¥ Australia national age group programme:
https://www.waterpoloaustralia.com.au/national-teams/national-age-group-program



https://www.car.edu/
https://sportssurge.alibaba.com/waterpolo/is-there-professional-water-polo
https://sportssurge.alibaba.com/waterpolo/is-there-professional-water-polo
https://www.waterpoloaustralia.com.au/national-teams/national-age-group-program
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A day in two lives

Meet Aroha and Sofia.

Aroha is 16, lives in Auckland, and attends school about 20 minutes from home. She plays for
her local club and trains twice a week with them (2 x 1.5-hour sessions). Because she's been
selected for a national age-group squad, she also attends monthly camps and does weekly
squad training sessions. She also plays for her school team during term time, adding another 1-
2 sessions. Between club, squad training, and school, Aroha averages 6-8 hours in the pool
each week.

Sofia is 16 and lives in Barcelona, where she trains at Car Sant Cugat and plays for a club in the
Spanish youth league system. Sofia lives at CAR and trains twice a day - morning and evening
pool sessions - six days a week. She is released to train with her club 2-3 times per week, often
totalling 20+ hours in the water. She also has daily gym and conditioning sessions with
professional strength coaches, plus regular video analysis with her coaching team.

. -
Aroha Sofia &
16, Auckland 16, Barcelona = Aroha
16, Auckland
6:30 == Wake up 6:30 k= Wake up
7:00 Breakfast 7:00 Breakfast
s &a& Pool: 6-8 hours
7:30  &s Pool session #1 Gym/S&C: Inconsistent

8:00 < Travelto school ¥ Recovery support: Limited
9:00 & School 10:00 & School & Travel time: ~10 hrs/week
12:30 Lunch 2:30 Lunch

3:15 & Travel home -
Sofia &

16, Barcelona

3:30 + Recovery / physio
4:30 &= Pool training & Video analysis
Gym / conditioning
6:30 Dinner 6:30 Dinner
7:00 ¢ Homework

& Pool: 16 hours

Gym/S&C: 3 hours (daily)
% Recovery support: Daily physio & sports science
7:45 &u Pool session #2 7 Professional coaching: Full-time staff
9:00 pw Sleep 10:00 h= Sleep
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Making sense of the gap - the rugby
analogy

To understand where New Zealand water polo sits globally, imagine this scenario:

New Zealand's water polo programme operates at the scale of Denmark's
rugby programme

Rugby Denmark has approximately 3,000 members spread across 30+ clubs.
Their women's team is ranked 45th globally, reforming in 2024 after a 20-year hiatus.

Their men's national team is ranked 57th in the world and competes in Rugby Europe
Conference, a third-tier European competition below the Championship and Trophy divisions.

Both Danish teams rely on amateur players from local leagues or lower-tier clubs abroad, with
no professional players. The programme operates with volunteer and part-time coaches and
limited infrastructure.

New Zealand currently has approximately 2,500 registered water polo club members.

Now consider the contrast: New Zealand rugby has over 141,000 registered players across
520+ clubs, with professional pathways, High Performance Sport New Zealand funding, world-
class facilities, and multi-million dollar budgets supporting everything from grassroots
development through to the All Blacks and Black Ferns.

This is the gap we're working with

Countries that dominate water polo - Spain, Hungary, Greece, Netherlands, Croatia, Serbia,
Italy, the USA, Australia - have infrastructure, funding, and participation numbers that mirror
what New Zealand has in rugby.

Their athletes train in professional systems from a young age, with full-time coaches, sports
science support, and year-round competition structures.

We're not competing from the same starting line. But this context matters because it helps
explain both the challenges our athletes face internationally and why those who access
overseas opportunities often make rapid gains. Whether through US college scholarships,
European clubs, or Australian pathways, they step into systems designed to produce world-

class athletes, and when they arrive prepared, adaptable, and hungry to learn, they thrive.
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How the top nations develop athletes

Spain
Ages 1218

Young athletes in Spain train around 10 hours in the pool each week in club programmes, often
with double sessions during key parts of the season. Players develop through weekly games
that are a mix of club leagues, regional tournaments, and inter-club scrimmages.

Strength and conditioning is incorporated from an early age, alongside regular video analysis.
Elite centres like CAR Sant Cugat (Spain’s international high-performance centre) offer an
integrated model where athletes live, train, and study in the same location - removing transport
barriers and maximising training volume.

Ages 18+

Post-school athletes compete in senior leagues while still getting playing time in U20
competitions, gaining both developmental opportunities and high-intensity game experience
against elite opponents. Many also compete in European club cups, exposing them to different
playing styles and top-tier teams.

All clubs provide structured strength and conditioning, sports science support, and
performance analytics. Teams train 8 sessions per week (90-120 minutes each) from
September to May, with athletes released for national team duty from May to August.

Spain's club system is fully professional, with multiple full-time staff and athletes on paid
contracts.

The Result
Spain consistently ranks in the top 5 teams globally. In 2026 4 New Zealand athletes were on
professional contracts in Spanish clubs.

Sm 14 hrs/week | Structured S&C | v Video analysis | $ Professional contracts

September - June July - August

Club season National

8 sessions/week team activity
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USA

Ages 1218
The American pathway combines high school teams (with daily training and weekly games), year-
round club programmes, and the Olympic Development Program (ODP).

High school seasons run for several months with professional coaching staff, while club
programmes provide year-round competition. Elite athletes participate in ODP regional and
national camps for specialist coaching, position-specific work, and tournament play.

Strength and conditioning is embedded in both school and club environments, and video analysis
is widely used at the elite youth level.

Ages 18+
Division | programmes offer up to 20 hours of official training and competition per week during
a season featuring 25-35 games, including conference tournaments and NCAA championships.

Athletes receive access to professional-level coaching, strength and conditioning staff, athletic
trainers, nutritionists, sports psychologists, and extensive video analytics as standard.

Athletic scholarships cover tuition, housing, meals, insurance, and equipment, combining world-
class training with tertiary education. Many athletes use the college pathway to launch into
professional opportunities in Europe.

The Result
The USA is an Olympic powerhouse with deep talent pools. Over 20 New Zealand athletes are
on US college scholarships each year.

Sa 20 hrs/week (in-season) | 9 Ful scholarship | . 25-35 games/season
B Professional support staff

College (4 years)

High School S European
Pro Clubs
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Australia
Ages 1218

Young athletes access state programmes like the WPNSW Development Academy (fortnightly
skill blocks) and State Team Programs (2-3 sessions per week), targeting 8-12 hours of water
time in stronger hubs.

These opportunities sit alongside school and club commitments, adding extra layers of
development and competitive exposure.

Ages 18+
NSWIS (NSW Institute of Sport) scholarships provide 16 hours per week in the water plus 3
strength sessions, supplementing club training.

The Australian National League typically runs from January to April with approximately 5
rounds over 10 weeks. Club-only athletes typically train 5 sessions per week (90 minutes each)
alongside 2 strength sessions and video analysis. Regional Leagues (like the Sydney Super
League) run from September to March and provide an additional 15-20 games.

This combination of institute training, club play, and high match volume creates a development
platform offering up to 40 games per year for high-performance athletes.

The Result

Australia consistently competes for Olympic medals. New Zealand remains competitive
against Australia at U16 and U18 levelsbut the gap widens post-school when Australian
athletes enter institute programmes.

&m 16 hrs/week |~ 3 gym sessions/week | . Up to 40 games/year

‘ Integrated health services

January - April
National League

i+

May - August September - December

National team activity Regional League

January - March
Regional League
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A quick comparison

Weekly Pool Hours

Country (18+) Professional Support Games Per Year Paid Athletes
Spain 12 -16 Full-time staff 30+ Yes
USA 20 (in season) Full-time staff 25-35 Scholarships
Australia 16 Full-time staff SO0 Selected athletes
New Zealand 6-8 Volunteer & part-time staff 15-20 No

How weOre closing the gap

We know the realities we face.

Smaller playing numbers, fewer professional coaches, limited league structures and pool
access, but we've focused our resources on creating the right environments to give our
athletes a genuine chance to compete on the world stage.

In New Zealand, he performance programme has been central to the women’s strategy,
delivering consistent results with top 8 finishes at U18 and U20 World Championships.

The programme adds crucial water time, structured strength and conditioning, specialist
position coaching, and better-prepared competition blocks.

It gives our athletes a training rhythm that more closely matches what they'll encounter
overseas, bridging the gap between New Zealand's club environment and international
standards.

Our overseas pathways have grown significantly.There are consistently more than 20 New
Zealand athletes on scholarships in NCAA or NAIA programmes each year, accessing both
high-quality daily training environments and tertiary education - something we view as essential
for long-term wellbeing and career development beyond sport.

We've also hit a milestone in professional contracts, with over 10 New Zealand women now
playing in European clubs and competing in European Cups and Champions League
tournaments.

The performance programme plays a dual role:preparing U18 athletes for the demands of
high-performance sport before they leave school, and providing a home base for athletes
returning from overseas who want to continue competing while building careers or furthering

their studies.




SN

WATER POLO NEW ZEALAND #

This approach ensures we grow and sustain a strong performance core, even within our

resource constraints.

The challenge is real Our top players are rarely in the same place outside of major events, but
our strategy is clear and it's working.

We're not trying to replicate what Spain, the USA, or Australia can do domestically. Instead,
we're preparing our athletes to thrive when they step into those systems overseas, while
maintaining a strong home base that keeps our community connected and competitive.




Part 3:
Pathways for
Kiwi athletes
The USA
college route -
a detailed look
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"In the States, the compelition Is fierce, and the training schedule is demandingbut every
moment has been rewarding! decided to come overseas to push myself both as an athlete and
as a student. The opportunity to experience a different style of play has allowed me to grow in
the pool, while balancing my academic pursuits has further challenged me in new and exciting
ways."

Tiaare Ahovelo (Sea Wolf Water Polo Club), San Diego State, NCAA Div 1 - Golden Coast
Conference

Overview

The US college system offers one of the strongest combinations of academic and sporting
opportunities for water polo players. For New Zealand athletes, it provides access to world-
class training facilities, high-level competition, and a university degree - all while competing at a
high standard.

Current Kiwi participation: More than 20 New Zealand athletes accept US college water polo

scholarships each year.
!
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Understanding your options

<741 Division |

NCAA Division |

¥ Competition level: Highest in college water polo
Training commitment:Up to 20 hours per week (pool, gym, video)
Season:January-May (25-35 games including tournaments)

Scholarships: Full athletic scholarships available covering tuition, accommodation, food,
equipment, insurance

K

Best for: Athletes seeking the highest level of competition and maximum scholarship
support

41 Division |l

NCAA Division Il
¥ Competition level: Very competitive
¥ Training commitment:High, but slightly less than Division |
¥ Season:January-May
¥ Scholarships: Partial to full athletic scholarships available
¥ Best for: Developing players looking for more playing time and strong scholarship

support

741 Division I

NCAA Division IlI

Competition level: Competitive with strong academic focus

Training commitment: Balanced schedules allowing focus on academics
Season:January-May

Scholarships: No athletic scholarships (academic and merit-based aid available)
Best for: Athletes prioritizing academics alongside sport
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AT

¥ Competition level: Competitive at smaller universities

¥ Training commitment:Flexible, varies by programme

¥ Season:January-May

¥ Scholarships: Good scholarship availability with flexible recruiting rules
¥

Best for: Athletes seeking a smaller university environment with scholarship
opportunities

When to start what

As early as possible

Visit the NZQA website

If you want to study in the US using your NCEA results, the NZQA website has a US
scholarship section explaining everything you need to know:
https://www?2.nzqa.govt.nz/international/nz-quals-overseas/study-with-ncea/usa/

Register with the NCAA or NAIA Eligibility Centre s

Creating an account with these organisations is the first step towards becoming a student-
athlete.

¥ NCAA Eligibility Centre: https://web3.ncaa.org/ecwr3/
¥ NAIA Eligibility Centre: https://play.mynaia.org/

Year 9 and 10 (age 135)

¥ NCAA recommends that applicants send their school transcripts to the Eligibility
Centre well in advance of finishing their secondary schooling

Year 114ge 1516)

Begin focusing on academic performance - maintain strong grades

Ensure you're taking the right subjects for NCAA/NAIA eligibility

Research SAT, ACT and NZQA requirements and begin preparation

Send your New Zealand Record of Achievement to NCAA (NZQA can do this for you)
Start building your player CV

¥
¥
¥
¥
¥
¥

Year 12 @ge 1617)

¥ Send your New Zealand Record of Achievement to NCAA (NZQA can do this for you)

¥ Take SAT or ACT tests if required. (Check NZQA and US College requirements for
your personal situation.)

Begin filming games for highlight reel footage



https://www2.nzqa.govt.nz/international/nz-quals-overseas/study-with-ncea/usa/
https://web3.ncaa.org/ecwr3/
https://play.mynaia.org/
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¥ Complete and refine your highlight reel
¥ Research colleges and programmes that match your academic and athletic goals
¥ Begin reaching out to college coaches with your CV and video
¥ Use the Kiwi water polo network in NZ and the US to build connections

Year 13 @ge 1718)

¥

¥

Make sure your New Zealand Record of Achievement has been sent to NCAA
Continue communication with interested coaches

Complete college applications (often due between November-January for autumn start)
Finalize NCAA/NAIA eligibility clearance

Make official visits to campuses (if invited and financially feasible)

Receive and evaluate scholarship offers

Commit to a programme (typically by May for autumn start)

Prepare physically and mentally for the jump in intensity

Requirements checklist

Academicrequirements

Strong academic grades across Year 11-13

Core subjects that meet NCAA/NAIA standards (English, Math, Science, etc.)
SAT or ACT test completion with qualifying scores (if required)

Registration with NCAA Eligibility Center or NAIA Eligibility Center

Official transcripts and test scores submitted

Athletic requirements

Player CV created and regularly updated

Highlight reel completed: 4-5 minutes showing lots of examples of skills, game
awareness, athleticism (no music)

Game footage from domestic and international competition

References from coaches available

Physical testing benchmarks met (schools may have specific standards)

Recruitment process

List of target colleges researched (match academic and athletic level)
Initial contact emails sent to coaches (include CV and video link)

Follow-up communication maintained
Official visits arranged (if invited)
Questions prepared about programme, scholarship, academics, team culture
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What training andcompetition looks like

During season (January-May)

20 hours of official team activities per week (NCAA maximum)
Daily pool sessions (5-6 days per week)

Strength and conditioning (3+ sessions per week)

Video analysis and team meetings

25-35 games including conference play and NCAA championships

Weekly competition throughout the season

Pre-season (AugustDecember)
Limited official practice hours, but high training expectation
Individual skill work and conditioning

Some informal team training

Preparation for spring competition season

Support provided

Professional coaching staff

Athletic training and physiotherapy

Strength and conditioning coaches

Nutrition support

Academic tutoring and support

Sports psychology resources (many programmes)

Video analysis technology

World-class facilities

Key considerations

Be realistic about the jump

The intensity and training volume in US college water polo is significantly higher than most New
Zealand club or school programmes. Athletes need to arrive physically prepared, technically
sound, and mentally ready for the workload.

You should consider your cultural, climate, and environmental preferences too. For example,
do you prefer diverse cities or rural towns, snowy mountains or warm beaches?

Academic commitment matters
You're a student-athlete, not just an athlete. Balancing rigorous academics with high-level sport
requires excellent time management and discipline.

Financial planning
While scholarships can cover significant costs, understand what is and isn't included. Consider
travel costs home during breaks, personal expenses, and visa requirements.

Long-term pathway
Many top US college athletes move to European professional leagues after graduation. The US
college system can be a stepping stone to professional opportunities.
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Getting started

Step 1:Talk with your club or performance coach about your interest in the US pathway
Step 2: Begin focusing on academics and athletic development from Year 11

Step 3: Build your player profile (CV and video)

Step 4: Research programmes and begin contacting coaches

Step 5: Stay patient and persistent. Recruitment is a process that takes time

Support available

Water Polo New Zealand can provide:

¥ Guidance on the recruitment process
Connections to Kiwi athletes currently in US programmes
Support with video footage and player profiles

Advice on matching your ability with the right programme level

Helpful links

NCAA Eligibility Centre: https://web3.ncaa.org/ecwr3/
NCAA Division I: https://www.ncaa.org/sports/d1
NCAA Division II: https://www.ncaa.org/sports/d2
NCAA Division lll: https://www.ncaa.org/sports/d3

NAIA Eligibility Centre: https://play.mynaia.org/
NAIA: https://www.naia.org/landing/index

NZQA: https://www?2.nzga.govt.nz/international/nz-quals-overseas/study-with-

ncea/usa/



https://web3.ncaa.org/ecwr3/
https://www.ncaa.org/sports/d1
https://www.ncaa.org/sports/d2
https://www.ncaa.org/sports/d3
https://play.mynaia.org/
https://www.naia.org/landing/index
https://www2.nzqa.govt.nz/international/nz-quals-overseas/study-with-ncea/usa/
https://www2.nzqa.govt.nz/international/nz-quals-overseas/study-with-ncea/usa/
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European professional water polo
pathway

"l was approached with a great opportunity to live and play water polo in one of the sportOs
hotspots. Since joining the team | have made some amazing frienasand awesome experiences
This team is constantly pushing to be better and we are currently fighting for a playoff position
into Serie A1."”

James Caitlin (North Harbour Water Polo), Lavagna, Italy

Overview

Europe is the home of professional water polo. The continent's national leagues in Spain,
Hungary, Italy, Greece, France, Serbia, Turkey, and beyond, represent the highest level of club
competition in the world, and for any player aspiring to reach the top of the sport, a European
contract is the ultimate goal.

This pathway looks different from the US college route. There's no standardised application
process, no eligibility centre to register with, and no set timeline for when it happens.

Getting to Europe is about being good enough that clubs come looking — and being ready when
they do.

Current Kiwi participation: More than 10 New Zealand women and men are currently playing
professionally in European clubs, with four on professional contracts in Spain alone.

The leaguestructure

European professional water polo runs at two levels: domestic national leagues and continental
club competitions.

National leagues

Each country runs its own national league with home and away matches running from
September through to May. The strongest leagues are found in Spain, Croatia, Hungary, Italy,
Greece and Serbia, where clubs operate with professional coaching staff, medical and support
teams, and full training facilities.

European club competitions

The top clubs from each country also compete in the European Aquatics Champions League -
the top-tier European professional water polo club competition with teams from up to 18
countries.

Below the Champions League sits the Euro Cup, which gives a wider group of clubs international

match experience throughout the same season.
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Separate men's and women's competitions run in parallel, meaning that for any athlete playing at
a top club, European knockout competition is a genuine possibility within a single season.

What a professional seasonlooks like

S ©) N D J F M A M J
September - June July - August
Club season National

team activity

8 sessions/week

Training load

¥ Up to 8 pool sessions per week (90-120 minutes each)

¥ 2-3 strength and conditioning sessions per week
¥ Regular video analysis and tactical meetings
¥ Weekly league matches, with additional mid-week fixtures during European competition
rounds
Support provided

¥ Professional coaches and specialist support staff at established clubs
¥ Access to sports science and performance analytics at top clubs

¥ Accommodation is commonly provided as part of contracts

Understanding the contracts

It's important to be honest about what professional water polo contracts look like, because the
range is wide for both men and women.

At one club, you might find a player earning a full professional salary alongside teammates who
receive only food and accommodation, and others who cover some of their own costs. There is
no standard contract. It’s entirely dependent on the player's level and the club's resources.

For New Zealand athletes entering European clubs, the typical progression looks like this:

Entry level:
Flight subsidies, accommodation and food covered (most common starting point)

Established player:

Accommodation, food, plus a monthly payment

Top-level player:
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Full professional contract with salary

The experience, the competition, the development, the lifestyle, is meaningful regardless of
where in that range an athlete sits. Most players who have pursued this pathway describe it as
one of the most formative experiences of their sporting lives.

How players get there

Unlike the US college pathway, there's no open recruiting season or formal outreach process.
European clubs recruit based on reputation, performance, and networks. Most New Zealand
athletes who make it to Europe do so through one of these routes:

Via the US college system

The most common pathway for both men and women. Playing NCAA Division | is well recognised
by European clubs, and many top college athletes use it as a direct springboard into
professional contracts after graduation.

Direct from New Zealand

For standout athletes who have represented New Zealand at World Aquatics events, direct
recruitment is possible. Visibility at international competitions is key, and a strong performance
at an U20 or Senior World Championship can open doors.

Through existing networks

New Zealand's growing presence in European clubs means there are now connections and
relationships that can help open doors for the next generation. WPNZ actively works to
maintain and grow these connections for both men and women.

Are you ready? Areadinesschecklist

Here’s an overview of what European clubs expect from day one.

In the water

I' I Competing at national representative level (U18, U20, or Senior)

I'1 Significant international competition experience

I' 1 High-level swimming fitness (10 x 100m freestyle benchmark)

I' I Technically sound across all positional requirements for your level

I 1 Strong physical capacity - capable of training 6-8 sessions per week at high intensity

Off the water

Strong physical conditioning — gym and strength work already embedded in your routine
Coachable and adaptable to new coaching styles and systems

I
I
I 1 Mentally ready to live and train in a foreign country, often without nearby family support
I 1 Opento learning a new language and integrating into a different culture
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I' 1 Financially prepared for the transition period - contracts don't always start on day one
I' 1 Ability to handle the weight of expectations that being an international player brings

Your profile

I 1 Up-to-date player CV and game footage available

I I Relationships with WPNZ coaches who can advocate and make introductions on your
behalf

I I Realistic expectations about contract level at entry — most athletes start with expenses
covered, not a salary

Key considerations

It's an experience, not just a job

For most Kiwi athletes, playing in Europe is as much about personal growth as it is about sport.
The window to do it is short, and those who have pursued this pathway rarely regret it. Living
and training in a water polo culture shapes athletes in ways that extend well beyond the pool.

Timing matters

European clubs operate on a September-May season, with recruitment typically happening in
the months prior. National team commitments (May-August) mean the calendars align well, but
planning ahead and being proactive with your profile and footage is essential.

The men's pathway is growing

While the women's programme has led New Zealand's European presence in recent years,
men's European water polo offers genuine opportunities and WPNZ is focused on building
stronger pathways for men in this space.

WPNZ can help

Water Polo New Zealand has established relationships with European clubs and can provide
guidance, introductions, and support for athletes ready to explore this pathway. Using the New
Zealand network of current or past players is critical and the best first step is an honest

conversation with your coach about whether the timing and level of opportunity is right for you.
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The Australian pathway

"I chose to go overseas because | wanted to continue playing waterpolo at a high levethilst
attending a highly ranked university. | have really enjoyed my first year at Sydney Uni club am
excited to continue playing.”

Jenna Veal (Atlantis City Water Polo), Sydney Uni Lions, Australian Waterpolo League

Overview

The Australian Water Polo League offers a different proposition from Europe or the USA. It's
not a professional league, but it provides high-level competition, strong training environments in
select cities, and - for athletes who earn selection into state institute programmes - access to
world-class facilities and support.

For New Zealand athletes, Australia represents a middle ground: closer to home than Europe
or the USA, with a similar cultural context, but still offering a significant step up in competition
intensity and training volume compared to most New Zealand club environments. It's also an
opportunity to pursue tertiary education while playing in a stronger league structure than is
available domestically.

Current Kiwi participation: New Zealand athletes regularly compete in the Australian National
League, and several have been selected into state institute programmes such as NSWIS (New
South Wales Institute of Sport).

The leaguestructure

Australian National League

The National League season typically runs from January to April with approximately 5 rounds
over 10 weeks.

Teams in men’s and women’s divisions compete against each other twice in the regular season,
with the top clubs progressing to the Finals Series.

Regionalleagues

Regional training and leagues typically run from September to March, after national team
activity in the Northern Hemisphere has finished. Regional leagues provide athletes with
additional competition. For example, the Sydney Super League gives senior athletes an
additional 15 to 20 games. Combined with the National League, a senior athlete can access

significant match volume throughout the year.
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What a seasonlooks like

All international water polo competitions are based on the European summer. As well as

national team activity in May, June, July and August there is also an international window in

December and Jan which might see local competitions pause or adapt for things like World Cup

and Olympic qualifiers.

"HBY& () FI$+S,-L)$H( !

January - April
National League

May - August September - December

January - March National team activity Regional League

Regional League

I"H$%$%6& () (-. #/0(1/12"

¥

5 pool sessions per week (90 minutes each) during the season
2 strength and conditioning sessions per week
1video analysis session per week

3 pool sessions and 2 strength sessions per week during pre-season (August-
December)

State institute programmes

¥ 16 hours per week in the water (in addition to club commitments)
¥ 3 strength and conditioning sessions per week
¥ Integrated coaching, sports science, health services, and travel support
¥ Only available to selected athletes (typically aged 16+)
Competition
¥ 20 round-robin games plus finals (National League)
¥ 15-20 games (Regional league)

Understanding the costs and commitment

Water polo is not professional in Australia. Unlike European clubs, Australian clubs do not

operate with full-time professional staff or paid player contracts and the structure varies from
club to club.

User pay clubs:
Athletes cover their own costs (registration, travel, equipment)
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Clubs that cover costs:
Some clubs absorb expenses for their players

Import players:
Some clubs have import players whose expenses are covered

For New Zealand athletes, this means the Australian pathway is typically a self-funded or
partially supported option, rather than a paid professional contract.

Timeline andprocess

Unlike the USA college system, there's no set application timeline or recruiting season for the
Australian National League. Athletes typically connect with clubs through:

¥ University placements
Direct contact with club coaches or administrators
Introductions through Water Polo New Zealand coaches

Existing relationships with Kiwi athletes already playing in Australia

Trials or opportunities that arise through trans-Tasman competition

For state institute programmes, selection is performance-based and typically happens following
strong per‘For‘mances at national or international competitions.

Are you ready? Areadinesschecklist

In the water

Il Competing at national representative level (U16, U18, U20, or Senior)

I | Strong aerobic fitness base (5 pool sessions per week is the minimum expectation)
I | Experience in competitive weekly league play

I I Technically sound and tactically aware

Off the water

! | Prepared to train 5+ pool sessions per week plus strength work

I 1 Self-sufficient and adaptable - you'll be managing logistics, accommodation, and costs
largely on your own

I' I Financially prepared to cover registration, living costs, and travel (unless you secure a
club that covers expenses)

I I Open to living in a new city and integrating into a new club culture

Your pathway

I' I Clear understanding of which city/club best matches your level and goals
I I Connections or introductions to club contacts (WPNZ can help with this)
I | Realistic expectations about costs - this is not a paid professional opportunity for most

athletes
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Key considerations

It's closer to home

For athletes who want high-level competition without the distance of Europe or the USA,
Australia offers a strong middle option. Travel home is more feasible, the time zone is
manageable, and the cultural adjustment is smaller.

Study while you play

Australia offers the opportunity to pursue tertiary education while competing in a stronger
league environment than New Zealand can provide domestically. Places like Sydney and
Queensland Universities offer scholarships, but whether it's university, technical training, or
other study pathways, athletes can balance education and sport in a way that sets them up
beyond their playing career.

The institute pathway is selective

State institute programmes like NSWIS offer world-class support, but they are highly
competitive and only available to selected athletes. These opportunities typically come after
demonstrated performance at national or international level.

It's a strong development environment, not a professional contract

Athletes should enter the Australian pathway with clear expectations: this is about
development, competition, and experience - not earning a living from the sport. Most athletes
will need to work, study, or have other financial support in place.

WPNZ can help

Water Polo New Zealand has strong relationships with Australian clubs and state programmes.
WPNZ can provide introductions, guidance on club selection, and support for athletes
exploring this pathway. The best first step is a conversation with your coach about whether
Australia is the right fit for your goals and development stage.

Helpful links

¥ Australian Water Polo League: https://waterpoloaustralia.com.au/events/australian-
waterpolo-league/

¥ Sydney University Scholarships: https://susf.com.au/scholarships/

¥ Queensland University Sporting Scholarships: https://ugsport.com.au/elite-
athletes/student-support/scholarships/



https://waterpoloaustralia.com.au/events/australian-waterpolo-league/
https://waterpoloaustralia.com.au/events/australian-waterpolo-league/
https://susf.com.au/scholarships/
https://uqsport.com.au/elite-athletes/student-support/scholarships/
https://uqsport.com.au/elite-athletes/student-support/scholarships/
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Staying in New Zealand

Overview

The New Zealand domestic pathway is where every Kiwi water polo athlete begins. It's the
foundation and the place where skills are developed, love for the game is built, and athletes are
identified for representative opportunities.

The pathway can take you to national representation, World Aquatics age group and senior
competitions, and the chance to be part of a programme with Olympic ambitions. But to reach
the very top of the sport, staying in New Zealand is not enough.

The training volumes, competition structures, and daily environments available overseas are
simply beyond what any domestic programme here can match, and that gap has a direct impact
on development and performance.

For many Kiwi athletes, the pathway eventually leads overseas - and for those who return, New
Zealand remains a place to continue competing while building a career or balancing study and
senior club play.

Competition structure

Club competition

Club water polo operates across the country with regional variations in structure and strength.
Competition quality and frequency depend heavily on location, with some regions offering
strong weekly league play while others operate primarily through tournaments throughout the
year.

School competition

School competitions run alongside club commitments and provide additional game experience
during the school year. The strength and structure of school water polo varies significantly by
region and school.

National Championships

National Championships are held for U14, U16, U18, and U21 age groups, bringing clubs from
across the country together for tournament-style competition. This is where athletes are often
first identified for national squads.

National League

The National League brings together the strongest senior club teams for competition. This

represents the highest level of domestic club water polo in New Zealand.
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Premier League

The Premier League is an important part of the WPNZ Performance Programme and serves
multiple purposes: it's a development opportunity for players, coaches, and referees, and it
functions as a selection and observation event for national team coaches ahead of major
international competitions.

The best available players are brought together to play with and against each other supported
by performance coaches, referees and officials.

Timing often aligns with when most of New Zealand's top players are back from their US college
and European seasons, making it a rare opportunity to see the country's best players
competing together.

What traininglooks like

School-aged athletes (ages 1218)

Training volumes are highly dependent on club and school resources. Most athletes training
with both club and school typically access:

¥ Pool training: 4-8 hours per week combined. This reduces significantly if only doing one
or the other - many clubs offer 2 x 1.5-hour sessions per week per age group

¥ Strength & conditioning: Available at some well-resourced clubs and schools, but not
universally offered

¥ Video/tactical work: Available at some well-resourced clubs and schools, but not
universally offered

¥ Specialist sessions: Ad hoc and limited frequency

¥ Support: Inconsistent access to physiotherapy, nutrition support, or Individual
Development Plans (IDPs)

Training volume fluctuates throughout the year depending on school terms, club programmes,
and competition schedules.

Post-school (18+)

¥ Pool training: 4-6 hours per week within club programmes for parts of the year

¥ Season length:Senior programmes typically run for a maximum of two terms only (some
clubs supplement this with swim squads)

¥ Strength training: Available at some clubs but generally rare

¥ Competition: National League runs over a limited period; regional senior competitions
are limited or non existent

WPNZ performance training

Water Polo New Zealand runs performance training for athletes selected into national squads
across age groups (U16, U18, U20) for both men and women.
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In Auckland, the performance programme adds pool time, strength and conditioning guidance,
specialist position sessions, and competition blocks, giving athletes a training rhythm that more
closely matches what they'll encounter overseas. Players are also playing and training regularly
with their clubs.

The WPNZ-led performance training focuses primarily on under-18 athletes, preparing them
for the demands of high-performance sport before they leave school. The structure also
provides a training base for athletes returning from overseas who want to continue competing
while building careers or furthering their studies.

Performance training works alongside bi-monthly camps and international tours to support
development athletes with the goal of preparing them for offshore opportunities and suitable
high-performance daily training environments.

Representative opportunities

The New Zealand pathway unlocks opportunities to represent your country at:

World Aquatics events:
¥ U16, U18, U20 World Championships
Senior World Championships

Senior World Cup events (Division 1 and Division 2)

Olympic Games

Trans-Tasmancompetition:

¥ Australian age group State Championships (U15/17)
¥ Australia Cup

¥ WPNSW Sydney League

¥ Australian Youth Championships (club-level)

¥ Trans-Tasman school events

These representative opportunities are the primary pathway to international experience and
exposure to higher-level competition and often serve as the gateway to overseas opportunities
in the USA, Europe, or Australia.

The selection pathway

Athletes are identified through a structured process:

1.I' Initial Identification: At National Club Championships and School Championships using a
Talent ID Matrix

2.! Squad CampsAthletes meeting initial standards are invited to National Squad Camps
with formal testing

3.I Squad Selection: Typically 25-30 athletes selected for ongoing training and bi-monthly

camps
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4.! Ongoing TestingRepeated three times across two years to track progress and
development

5.! Final Team SelectionThe coaching team prepares a detailed selection document
covering style of play, testing data, core competency ratings, positional balance, and
team make-up. This is submitted to a three-person independent selection panel for sign-
off — ensuring decisions are evidence-based, fair, and not made by any single coach
alone

This process is designed to be fair, transparent, and aligned with international best practice
while preparing athletes for the standards required at high-performance level.

Selection is underpinned by the WPNZ World Class Core Competencies framework - a
detailed document that defines the technical, tactical, physical, and character attributes
required at each position.

This framework is used by coaches and selectors across all squad camps and final selection.

The ORevolving DoorO principle

Squads are generally selected around 20 months before a World Aquatics event. From that
point, athletes continue to be assessed at every camp, competition, and observational event -
and the squad is gradually reduced as preparation progresses. Development, trajectory, and
team combinations all factor into this ongoing process.

The "revolving door" exists to make clear that selection works in both directions. A place in the
squad is not guaranteed - if performance drops or another athlete demonstrates a higher level,
changes can be made.

Equally, the door is not closed to athletes who weren't originally selected. If someone outside
the squad shows clear readiness at a Nationals, club league, or performance programme camp,
they can be nominated by their club coach, invited to the next squad camp, and assessed
against current squad members.

Any decision to add or remove an athlete goes through the selector process - it is never at the
discretion of a single coach.

In practice, breaking into an established squad is harder than being selected at the outset - but
it is not impossible. Athletes progress on different timelines, and WPNZ is committed to

keeping an open mind toward players who demonstrate clear readiness, whenever that
happens.
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WATER POLO NEW ZEALAND
NATIONAL SELECTION PROCESS

Talent ID
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Athletes measured
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capture as many
athletes as possible

DEVELOP

Invitation to
National Selection
Camps
Standardised
testing: swimming
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accuracy

Focus on identifying
core attributes
aligned with
international
benchmarks
Selection of 25-30
athletes into a
training squad

REFINE

Ongoing weekly
trainings and bi-
monthly national
camps

Athletes complete
repeat testing
(fitness, tactical,
technical) for
progress tracking
Positional depth and
versatility assessed
Squad size
gradually reduced
to create a more
competitive
performance group
Individual
Development Plan
evolution
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PREPARE

Selection of
athletes for
international tours
(e.g., Australian
State Champs, Tri
Nations)
Emphasis on
readiness for
competition and
exposure to
international level
Balance of
development
opportunities with
team performance
needs

Tours serve as
stepping stones
toward World
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PERFORM

Athletes assessed
on core
competencies
(team-first mindset,
tactical execution,
positional roles)
Coaching team
compiles extensive
selection document
(testing data,
ratings, balance)
Independent panel
of 3 selectors
reviews and signs
off for transparency
Final team reflects
immediate
performance needs
and long-term
pathway goals

Key considerations

It's where everyone starts

Every Kiwi water polo athlete starts in the New Zealand club and school system. This is the
foundation whether they go on to play NCAA Division |, professional contracts in Europe, or
represent New Zealand at the Olympics.

The gap is real

By the time athletes from leading water polo nations reach 18, they often have double the water
hours, more match experience, and stronger physical conditioning than their New Zealand
counterparts.

This doesn't mean Kiwi athletes can't compete, but understanding the gap helps manage
expectations and highlights why overseas opportunities are so valuable for development.

It's home base
For athletes who pursue pathways overseas, many return to play domestically while studying,
working, or transitioning into post-playing careers. The domestic pathway serves both emerging

athletes and returning athletes at different stages of their journey.
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Representative opportunities are the priority

The primary value of the New Zealand pathway isn't the weekly club competition - it's the
access to national representation and international competition.

Selection for national squads unlocks exposure to higher-level competition, international
tournaments, and the visibility that can lead to overseas opportunities.

WPNZ supports athlete development

Water Polo New Zealand provides the structure, coaching, and support to help athletes
progress through the domestic pathway and prepare for opportunities overseas. Whether
that's guidance on the USA college route, connections to European clubs, or support navigating
the Australian league, WPNZ works to give athletes the best chance to reach their potential,
wherever that journey takes them.

Helpful links

I"#$%6"&'()*+,-&%.,()"*+/),  1'01123455,67+1&'2)8)9)":9,652&'()'*+,-):+*& "
<108&18&%"+107+=%.,()"*+DLULBA55,67+1&'2)8)9)":9,65+108&187+96
>&88&-1.),%.,()*+1.),496123455,67+1&'2)8)9):9,653&8&:)@*&, 1%
A)*281.1.),3%.,()"*+1.),491123455,67+1&'2)8)9)":9,65-)*2&1.1.),3

Core Competencies (.pdf document)

¥
¥
¥
¥
¥



https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/performance-programme
https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/athlete-pathway
https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/selection-documents
https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/competitions

Part 4: The
questions
parents really
ask
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Playingtime expectations at international events

Q: Will my child get equal playing time at World Championships and
international tournaments?

Not necessarily, and this is important to understand upfront. Game time at major international
events will not always be equal. Coaches need to make decisions that give the teamits best
chance in key matches, and younger or less experienced players may get fewer minutes as a
result.

This is a normal part of the development process at the top level. Every athlete's role - whether
in the water or supporting from the bench - is valuable in preparing the team to compete. Being
part of the squad, training at that intensity, and experiencing the tournament environment are
all critical parts of development, even when court time is limited.

Athletes selected for international teams should understand that they're there to contribute to
the team's success, not to be guaranteed playing time. How that contribution happens will vary
depending on the team's needs, the opposition, and the tournament situation.

Helpful links

¥ Player rotation guidelines: NZWP Player Rotations Guidelines - Updated July 2024

How to measure success (beyond medals)

Q: How should we think about success when our child competes overseas?

Travelling overseas is as much about development as it is about results. Every touris an
opportunity to learn, measure ourselves against the best, and build the resilience needed for
long-term success.

New Zealand teams often meet opponents who train twice as many hours each week and have
far more match experience. In that context, success is not only about the scoreboard, it's about
closing the gap each time we play.

Look for progress in:

How the team handles pressure

Keeping pace with faster, more experienced teams

Creating scoring opportunities against world-class defences
Individual skill development and confidence growth

Tactical understanding and game awareness

Mental toughness and resilience under pressure

At World Championships and other major events, the challenge intensifies. But these
experiences are what build the toughness, adaptability, and tactical understanding required to

succeed long-term.
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Success for New Zealand water polo is about consistent improvement, closing performance
gaps, and developing athletes who can compete at the highest levels over time.

A top 8 or top 12 finish at a World Championship represents a significant achievement given our
training environments and resources compared to leading water polo nations.

Financialcosts and fundingoptions

Q: How much does it cost for my child to represent New Zealand, and what
funding is available?

Representing New Zealand at international competitions involves costs that families need to be
prepared for. These typically include:

Tour fees (covering accommodation, meals, uniforms, coaching, and logistics)
International flights

Travel insurance

Spending money
¥ Equipment and training gear
On average, it costs $12,000 per athlete for training, preparation, and an overseas competition

- that’s approximately $160,000 per team including support staff to travel to one European
competition.

The funding reality:

WPNZ's annual costs for athlete development and international competition are around $1.5M.

High Performance Sport NZ and the NZ Olympic Committee cover approximately 11%,
philanthropic donations contribute 8%, leaving around 81% to be covered by athletes and
families.

Funding options:
¥ Club support: Some clubs offer funding or fundraising programmes

¥ Community trusts and grants: Local and regional trusts support youth sport
development

¥ Personal fundraising: Sponsorship from local businesses, fundraising events, community
support

¥ HPSNZ funding: Available for athletes meeting High Performance Sport NZ standards
(4-year Olympic cycle)
¥ Philanthropic support: WPNZ is working to grow this area

WPNZ acknowledges this burden is high and is exploring options to reduce costs. If finances
are a barrier, speak with WPNZ early about available support and fundraising options.

Helpful links

¥ Tour costs: NZWP Tour Costs - Updated July 2024

¥ Hardship fund information (scroll down to H): https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/public-
documents



https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/public-documents
https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/public-documents
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¥ Squad Fundraising Supporters Pack (.pdf document)

Support requirements

Q: What kind of support does my child need to succeed at high
performance level?

Athletes pursuing high performance water polo need support that goes beyond just showing up
to training. This includes:

Practical support:
¥ Reliable transport to and from training sessions (often 5-8 times per week)
¥ Access to appropriate nutrition before, during, and after training

¥ Help managing school commitments alongside sport (communication with teachers,
flexible study arrangements)

¥ Financial support for training fees, equipment, and travel

¥ Time commitment from parents for competitions, camps, and tours

Emotional support:
¥ Understanding that progress isn't always linear. Setbacks and disappointments are part
of the journey
¥ Encour‘agement that focuses on effort and impr‘ovement, notjust results
¥ Helping athletes maintain perspective and balance (sport is important, but it's not
everything)

¥ Being a stable, positive presence regardless of selection outcomes or performance

Development support:
¥ Encouraging ownership of their pathway (this is their journey, not yours)
¥ Supporting conversations with coaches about development goals

¥ Helping them access resources (physio, strength training, nutrition advice) when
needed

¥ Teaching life skills (time management, communication, resilience) that sport develops

The most important thing parents can do is create an environment where their child feels
supported to pursue their goals while developing as a well-rounded person, not just an athlete.

Helpful links

¥ Balance is Better: https://balanceisbetter.org.nz/



https://nzwaterpolo.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/WebsiteDocuments/IQB4mD2xRNp2RJzRU6Kn9N3qAa-IVHgWmJlO3Kb036-MaZg?e=n7ghVi
https://balanceisbetter.org.nz/
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Fitness, training, andnutrition for athletes looking for
international opportunities

Q: What level of fitness training and nutrition commitment is required for
athletes pursuing high performance water polo?
Being a performance-level water polo player means committing to high training performance

environments and developing the physical capacity, technical skills, and mental attributes
needed to compete internationally.

Train consistently and with purpose:
¥ Develop technical, tactical, physical, and mental skills across 40+ weeks each year

¥ Smart adjustments and key rest phases throughout the year are essential for avoiding
burnout

Build strong daily habits:
¥ Prioritise recovery, nutrition, and sleep
Regular video review to keep improving

Become an expert in world-class competencies for your position

Study the game and world-class players

Play tougher opposition:
¥ Seek out chances to compete against better players to lift your game

¥ Embrace discomfort - growth happens when you're challenged

Physical benchmarks:
Athletes selected for national squads are tested regularly on:

¥ 10 x 100m Freestyle (aerobic fitness baseline)
Lateral Leg Test (defensive mobility and agility)
Sprint capacity and lactate tolerance

Shooting accuracy under pressure

Position-specific competencies

Nutrition and recovery:
Athletes training at this level need to fuel appropriately. This means regular, balanced meals
with adequate protein, carbohydrates, fat, and hydration.

Recovery is as important as training. Athletes need 8-9 hours of sleep per night and active
recovery strategies between sessions.

If your child is serious about pursuing international opportunities (USA, Europe, or Australia),
they need to be training consistently now. Arriving at those environments unprepared makes
success much harder.

Helpful links

¥ Training volumes: https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/media/1144/player-development-
overview.pdf



https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/media/1144/player-development-overview.pdf
https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/media/1144/player-development-overview.pdf
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Peak performance ages andtimeline

Q: When do water polo athletes typically peak? What's the timeline for
development?

Water polo is a late-development sport compared to many others. Athletes continue to develop
physically, technically, and tactically well into their 20s.

Ages 1218 chool years):
¥ Foundation phase - building technical skills, game understanding, and physical capacity
¥ Introduction to representative water polo and national squad pathways

¥ Timeto explore overseas opportunities (particularly USA college scholarships from
Year 11 onwards)

Ages 1823 (post-school):
¥ Significant development phase - many athletes make major leaps during this period

¥ Athletes who pursue USA college, European clubs, or Australian leagues typically see
accelerated development

¥ U20 level represents a critical stepping stone to senior international competition

Ages 23-30+ (senior level):
¥ Peak performance years for most athletes
¥ International experience, physical maturity, and tactical understanding all converge

¥ Many top athletes compete at Olympic and World Championship level during this
window

The key message: development takes time

By the time athletes from leading water polo nations reach 18, they often have double the water
hours, more match experience, and stronger physical conditioning than New Zealand athletes.
This doesn't mean Kiwi athletes can't catch up, but it requires commitment to overseas
pathways where training volume and competition intensity accelerate development.

Don't write off an athlete who isn't dominant at 15 or 16. With the right environment and
commitment, significant improvement can happen between 18 and 23.

Helpful links

¥ Longterm player development guide: https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/media/1131/Itpd-
overview-total-v4_041223.pdf

Selection criteria: Is my child good enough?

Q: How do | know if my child has what it takes to pursue high performance
water polo?

Squad selection uses a structured testing framework reviewed by an independent panel.

Development priorities are tied to data - swim testing, physical benchmarks, shooting
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assessments, video analysis. We believe athletes and families deserve to understand how
decisions are made, even when those decisions are difficult.

Here's how it works:

Initial identification: Athletes are first identified at National Club Championships and School
Championships. Using a Talent ID Matrix developed by Olympic-experienced coaches, athletes
are scored from 1-4 across:

Physical capacity
Game and tactical awareness
Technical positional play

Coachability and attitude

Squad camps and testingAthletes meeting initial standards are invited to National Squad
Camps where key tests are carried out:

10 x 100m Freestyle (aerobic fitness)
Lateral Leg Test (agility and defensive movement)

Shooting Tests (accuracy and release under pressure)

Goalkeeper-specific evaluations
These tests act as both selection tools and development benchmarks.

Ongoing developmentFollowing squad selection (typically 25-30 athletes), players train weekly
and attend bi-monthly camps. Testing is repeated three times across two years to track
progress consistently.

Final team selection:Final team selection is the culmination of camps, weekly training, repeated
testing, video analysis, and individual development check-ins.

The coaching team prepares a detailed selection document including style of play, testing data,
core competency ratings, positional balance, and overall team make-up. This document is
submitted to a three-person independent selection panel for sign-off.

The full World Class Core Competencies framework defines exactly what coaches are
assessing at each position.

What coaches look for (beyond physical ability):

All positions require core team attributes:
¥ Commitment to team

Accountability

Growth mindset

Communication and connection

Self-awareness

Team-first mentality

Consistency
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¥  Gold medal performance standards

¥ Culture beyond performance

Position-specific competencies are also critical

¥ Centre Forwards need physical strength and versatility in finishing
Centre Backs need excellent game reading and tactical discipline
Drivers need dynamic movement and varied shot selection

Utility players need competencies across multiple positions

Goalkeepers need fast reflexes, strong communication, and composure under
pressure.

The honest answer

If your child has been identified for national squad camps or selected into squads, they have
demonstrated the baseline attributes needed. From there, development depends on their
commitment, coachability, and willingness to pursue environments (whether in NZ or overseas)
that will challenge and develop them further.

If your child hasn't been identified yet but is passionate about water polo, focus on:
¥ Consistent training with purpose

Playing tougher opposition whenever possible

Building strong swimming fitness

Studying the game

Being coachable and committed to improvement

Selection is a process that tracks development over time. Keep working, stay committed, and
trust the process.

For specific questions about costs, tour logistics, or your child's individual development
pathway, the best approach is to speak directly with your child's coach or contact Water Polo
New Zealand.

Helpful links

¥ Selection documents: https://nzwaterpolo.org.nz/selection-documents

Travelling with anational team

Q: Who is responsible for my child while they're away on tour?

WPNZ appoints a management team for each tour that includes a head coach, assistant
coaches, and a team manager-.

The team manager is the primary point of contact for day-to-day logistics, welfare, and
communication, and athletes are expected to follow the direction of tour staff at all times.
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Helpful links

¥ Roles and Responsibilities overview: NZWP Roles and Responsibilities Final - August
2024

What to expect ontour

Q: What does a typical tour or tournament look like day to day?

Tours involve a combination of training sessions, competitive matches, team meetings, and
recovery time, all managed by the coaching and management staff. Days are structured and full.
Athletes are expected to be present, engaged, and ready to contribute from the moment they
arrive as the team environment doesn't switch off between games.

Athlete Code of Conduct

Q: What behaviour is expected of my child on tour?

Athletes represent New Zealand, and that comes with real responsibility. Expectations cover
behaviour on and off the pool deck, including how athletes conduct themselves in public spaces,
shared accommodation, team meals, and on social media.

WPNZ has a Code of Conduct that all athletes are required to sign before travelling. The core
principles are respect, fairness, and cooperation.

Helpful links

¥ Social media: NZWP Social Media Policy
¥ Code of Conduct: NZWP Code of Conduct Dec 24

"HIV& 'S+ B, (1 ), !

Q: What is my role as a parent while the team is travelling?

Once your child joins a tour, the coaching and management team take full responsibility for their
programme and welfare.

Parents are warmly encouraged to cheer from the stands, but game decisions, training content,
and team communication sit entirely with the staff. Direct approaches to coaches or managers
during competition can disrupt the team environment, so parents are asked to direct any
concerns through the team manager rather than poolside.

Helpful links

¥ Parent Code of Conduct: NZWP Parent Code of Conduct - Sept 2023
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Staying intouch

Q: How do we stay in contact while the team is away?

The team manager will set up a communication plan before departure. Day-to-day questions
about welfare and logistics should go to the team manager. For non-urgent matters, it's worth
waiting until athletes have downtime rather than reaching out during competition or recovery
periods - the team programme must come first.
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Part 5: Making

it all work
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Success stories - Kiwis who've done it

Emily Nicholson: From Westlake toBarcelona,
via California

Background

Emily Nicholson played school water polo at Westlake Girls High School
- aregular Auckland state school. She joined a team that was starting from
scratch with a new coach, sitting last in the league. By the time she left, they
were three-time national champions.

In her final year, she knew she wasn't ready to stop playing - so she started looking at what

came next.

College or Europe?

Emily's decision wasn’t straightforward. At the time, there weren’t many New
Zealanders playing water polo in the US or Europe which meant she
couldn’t pick the brains of an experienced network.

After weighing up Europe, Emily decided college in the US made more
sense as a first step. College eligibility rules meant it wouldn't work the
other way around.

Her opportunity came at Junior Worlds in Greece, where the US national team coach - who
also ran a college programme - approached her after a game. She heard "water polo in
California" and said yes without ever researching where Fresno actually was. Her coach teased
her about it for four and a half years.

Fresno State offered a full athletic scholarship covering tuition and a monthly stipend. Emily
helped build a programme that went on to win back-to-back conference championships, and she
graduated with a degree in Criminology.

The biggest surprise for Emily was the sense of duty the coaches instilled in every player.

"It wasn't just go to training and then go to class. Everything was intentional — routine, recovery,
how you presented yourself in public, how you represented the school. Your whole day was
focused on it. That's something | think we could do more of in New Zealand.”

!
Professional water polo in Europe

After graduating, Emily moved to Spain, playing two seasons for Tenerife Echeyde before
moving to her current club, Club Natacié Terrassa, in Barcelona. She trains three times a day,

plays multiple games a week across a long season, and competes alongside Olympians.
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She's candid that the professional environment surprised her. The competition level is higher -
but the day-to-day culture is less structured than what she experienced at Fresno.

"College gave me the self-management to show up and work hard even when no one's making
you. | think that set me up more than | realised.”

The bonus of life in Europe is travel. A €20 weekend flight to another
country is still a novelty for someone who grew up in New Zealand.

"Water polo has taken me to more countries than | can count. Whatever
happens next, I'll always be grateful for that.”

EmilyOs advice to younger players

Build game film early. Not just goals, but defensive play and decision-making. Coaches at every
level want to see the full picture of what you can do. And find someone who's already made the
journey, because there are far more New Zealanders playing overseas now than when Emily
was starting out.

Her broader advice is simpler:

"Enjoy the journey. The scholarship, the graduation, the contract - they are just moments in the
bigger picture. If you're not enjoying everything that leads up to it, it's not going to be worth it."

She's also clear there's no single right route. College didn't work for everyone she knows. Some
of New Zealand's best players went straight to Europe.

"It's okay to try something and find it's not for you. You can change course and still achieve what
you want.”

Ethan Carrington: From Tauranga to California and beyond
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Background

Ethan Carrington grew up in Tauranga and fell into water polo at age
eight, playing for his primary school before joining Tauranga Water
Polo Club and later Tauranga Boys' College. He made the school's first
team in Year 10, and water polo quickly became a serious pursuit -
though the idea of taking it overseas didn't really land until Year 12.

"My sister went over to play in New York and | kind of had my pathway
guided by her. It was almost like - oh, this is actually achievable.”

That shift in thinking prompted Ethan to start emailing Division | coaches in the United States,
sending short introductions and video clips. Around Year 13, he was offered a spot at the
University of the Pacific - ranked one of the top programmes in the country - but without
scholarship funding. Rather than walk away, he took an alternative path: two years at Golden
West College, a community college in Huntington Beach, California.

The leap

The jump in intensity was immediate. Training ran to around six hours a day - a

world away from what Ethan had experienced in New Zealand.

"It was a complete 180 turnaround. But once you get through that first
month and you see the progress, you think — okay, this is good."”

In his first year, the team won the California community college state
championship. In his second, Ethan was named to the first-team All-State
squad as one of the top seven players in the state. That recognition opened
doors, and the University of the Pacific came back with scholarship funding.

He transferred there to complete his studies and play Division | water polo.

Alongside his US college career, Ethan also represented New Zealand at the University Games,
which he described as a highlight in its own right.

"Being in America, you don't really play with anyone from your own country very often. It was
really cool to come together with people | grew up with."

Australia: A different kind of opportunity

After three years in the US, Ethan was ready to be closer to home. A
call from a head coach in Newcastle, Australia, led to a season playing
in the Australian National League - accommodation provided,
expenses covered, and a job lined up through a teammate's family.

He describes the Australian experience as a more accessible step for

players weighing up whether to go overseas at all.

"If you're nervous about that big leap to the States, Australia is like the same culture. The water
polo is definitely at a higher level than New Zealand, but it’s not such a shock. They have great
pathways for youth, under-20s, under-22s."
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Advice to younger players

Looking back, Ethan's advice is practical and grounded. Start
reaching out to coaches earlier than you think you need to - eveniin
Year 11. Build a highlight reel of match footage, go on any team's
website to find coach email addresses, and just make contact.

"What do you have to lose? Just start the conversation.”
On academic grades:

"Id probably crack down on them a bit more. They only have a certain amount of money to give
you for athletics. The rest has to come from the academic side.”

But his biggest piece of advice talks to the pressure many young athletes feel:

"Don't get too worked up about match results when you're 15 or 16. Work hard, but don't make it
the be-all and end-all. Water polo is a stepping stone — you might as well enjoy it while you can.”
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What Water Polo NZ is working toward

We are clear-eyed about where we sit in the global landscape, and where we want to go. We're a
small sport in a small country, competing against nations with far greater resources, deeper
playing pools, and decades of professional infrastructure. Acknowledging those realities isn't
defeatism, but the foundation of a strategy built around what we can actually achieve.

Our aspirations

For our women's national programme, we're targeting consistent top-8 finishes at World
Aquatics age group and senior championships.

For our men's programme, a top-12 international finish represents a meaningful and hard-fought
achievement.

The ultimate ambition and north star remains Olympic qualification and competitive

performance on the Olympic stage, even as we navigate the practical realities of getting there
from New Zealand.

Helpful links

¥ High performance strategy: NZWP HP Strategy 2025 2028

The offshore imperative

After the age of 17 or 18, the New Zealand environment alone is unlikely to provide the daily
training volume, competition intensity, or professional support that our top athletes need to
keep developing. The gap between what we can offer at home and what the world's leading
programmes offer simply becomes too large at that point.

This reflects the structural realities of our geography, population size, and resources, not a
failing of what's been built here.

For athletes with genuine ambitions at the highest levels, seeking out high-performance
environments overseas isn't optional, but essential.

WPNZ actively supports and encourages this, and our role is to prepare athletes for those
opportunities and help them access them.

Pathways differ for women and men

The overseas pathway looks different depending on the athlete.

For female athletes, the US college system has become one of our strongest pipelines. Title IX
legislation requires gender equity in college sports funding, meaning women's water polo
programmes offer genuine scholarship opportunities covering tuition, housing, and living costs.

More than 30 New Zealand women are currently on US college scholarships, and over 10 are
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now playing professionally in European leagues. The women's international game is also a still-
maturing competition landscape, which creates real openings for well-prepared athletes.

For male athletes, the US scholarship pathway is significantly harder to access - there are
fewer teams and fewer scholarship places on offer. The most realistic pathway for our top men
is into the Australian Water Polo League, where competition level, training environments, and
proximity make it a natural next step.

What weOre doing now

The WPNZ-led performance training in Auckland is designed primarily for under-18 athletes -
giving our most promising players access to higher training volume, structured strength and
conditioning, specialist coaching, and better-organised competition blocks before they leave
school. It also provides a base for athletes returning from overseas who want to continue
competing while studying, building careers, or thinking about life post water polo.

The women’s consistent top-8 finishes at U18 and U20 World Championships reflect the
impact of that work. Our growing number of professional contracts in Europe, and the
continued expansion of the US scholarship pipeline are further signs that the pathway is

functioning.
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A final word

What New Zealand water polo players achieve is, by any measure, extraordinary. We are a
small sport, in a small country, at the bottom of the world, and we compete.

Athletes are going to major international events, college programmes in the United States and
professional clubs in Europe. They do it with limited resources, and a whole lot of determination.
None of it happens without the athletes who put in the work, and the families and supporters
who back them.

Representing New Zealand in any capacity in this sport is genuinely hard-won, and we don't take
that lightly. We're proud of every athlete who pulls on the cap.

It's worth remembering, too, that this journey is about far more than water polo. The athletes
who come through this pathway, to whatever level they reach, tend to emerge as resilient,
adaptable, and self-aware people.

We created this playbook to answer as many of the unknowns as possible, and we welcome
questions on anything you want to learn more about. Stay engaged, keep talking to your clubs,
coaches, and the WPNZ team, because the more informed and connected our community is,

the stronger our programme becomes.




