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In this episode, Rory McKernan and I take a drive around Santa Cruz to look for good surf 
as we discuss CrossFit media, the Games and coaching. Rory leads the creative direction 
of the Games’ media efforts and he’s THE host of the CrossFit Games. 
 
 

 
Questions we discuss: 

1. What advice do you give to members who want to try a competition? With so many 
competitions out there, are you sometimes cautious about encouraging people to 
compete? 

2. What do you think is the biggest positive of the CrossFit Games? 
3. How does HQ decide which athletes to follow? 
4. What is your one CrossFit regret? 
5. When you are coaching a class, do you focus on being funny as much as you focus 

on quality movement? 
6. How does one get started coaching or solicit mentoring? 
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Pat: Rory, why don't you tell us your exact job title within CrossFit?

Rory: I literally have no job title. You could consider my job to be a creative director for 
studio and broadcast efforts for the CrossFit Games. Obviously, on-camera host 
for our live broadcasts, which is my fun job. That's the job I like. In terms of what 
the graphics package is going to look like, I have a hand in that, but, usually, when 
it comes to, hey, we're going to do a live broadcast, whether it be on ESPN or our 
own channels, we want to make sure that it's not just about the top athletes, that 
we also get the message in there about, hey, everyone can do this. Here's what 
CrossFit's about. Here's how it's changing lives.

The whiteboard animations that we did years ago are one of the best examples 
of, hey, these guys are doing the Burgener run, and they're lifting heavy stuff, 
and it's truly amazing, but here's why they're doing it. It's a program that's 
affected millions of lives for people who aren't beastly, crazy genetic freaks.

Pat: That's awesome. You're the guy who's responsible for how that message gets 
put out.

Rory: I get to drive a lot of that, yep.

Pat: Awesome, and I think I've really seen, personally, a shift in how that has been 
done in the last, I'd say, year, where you guys, it looks like you're really trying to 
make a push there, which I think is spectacular, because it truly is the part of our 
program, right?

Rory: Yeah, and it's funny. I've heard that a lot. From where I'm sitting, I don't feel like 
we've done anything differently, but that resonated this year, actually, with the 
exception of incorporating everyday folks into Open announcements and driving 
that message home. I'm glad that it's resonating with people, but I feel like we've 
always ... Even since before I existed in the CrossFit media, when you were there, 
we were still pointing the camera at the success stories.

Pat: Oh we totally were. But, back then, there was only one channel. There was 
CrossFit.com, and then now there are multiple channels: CrossFit.com, 
CrossFitGames.com, CrossFitAffiliates.com. There's all kinds of different 
channels, and, I think, across the board, what happened when the channels 
separated was CrossFit.com still focused on what it had always been focusing on, 
but then, also, would occasionally sprinkle in a bunch of Game stuff, whereas 
CrossFitGames.com became only the CrossFit Games, and didn't highlight the 
other aspects of the community.
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Alright, now some questions from the community. Why don't you read? Just 
start from the top-down.

Rory: Okay, cool. #1: "What advice do you give members who want to try a 
competition? With so many competitions being held, are you sometimes 
cautious about encouraging people to compete?" What do I tell people? Okay... 
There's a million angles to this question, so let's just assume that we are reducing 
this down to people who I assume to know the basic movements of CrossFit, 
have some competence, and have a good, if not great, coach to guide them 
through the process.

Pat: Define, for me, competence and movement.

Rory: They have been taught the movements, they perform the mechanics 
consistently good, and they've been dosed with a little bit of intensity, because 
that's ultimately what competition, in my opinion, is going to bring to the table, is 
finding a next gear, so to speak.

I think there's also degrees of competition, so a local affiliate competition. Ivan is 
a perfect example. He's one of the guys who's been training at CrossFit HQ. He's 
lost about 150 pounds so far.

Pat: That's an entire human.

Rory: Yes, literally it's an entire human. He's not trying to go to the CrossFit Games. He 
wants to be a police officer, and, for him, the competition was a hugely 
supportive and encouraging experience in a time where he was kind of in the 
doldrums.

What do I tell people? I make sure that they know what they're trying to get out 
of the competition. When I do the Open, I know that I'm not trying to qualify for 
the CrossFit Games, but I am trying to beat scores that I didn't have last year. 
There's certain people that I want to benchmark myself against from past times. 
Those are the goals that I try and measure against. If you're going in with 
unrealistic goals, I think it's a terrible, and maybe the worst, thing you can do, 
but, 90% of the time, I'd say if the parameters are correct, I encourage people to 
do competition. I think it's good and healthy.
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Pat: Got you. You just give them a good frame of reference of what the competition 
means, tell them what you feel like they should get out of it, or ask them what 
they think they're going to get out of it, and make them set a realistic goal?

Rory: Totally, because I think people surprise themselves. You can get into a funk of 
going through the motions, and you get into an environment where either, the 
team series is a good example of your team depending on you, so you go a little 
bit faster, you do a little bit better than you thought you could, try something 
you wouldn't have otherwise tried in your day-to-day WOD, or the Open, where 
you're accountable to a leaderboard. Or even, better yet, your local competition, 
or one of these other ones, where there's a little bit of a crowd, and that's maybe 
for a better athlete, but it brings out the athlete in you.

Pat: Nah, I think even for someone who's not a better athlete, who's not doing the 
best, it still brings more out than they ever could have imagined. I think, a lot of 
people who join CrossFit never competed in anything, so you think about, you 
put them on the stage, and they're like, "Might as well do it. There's a bunch of 
other people who've never done stuff. Why don't I do it?"

I asked my classes a question the other day. I was like, "How many here have 
ever thrown up after a workout?" One person put up their hand. I was like, "Not 
saying you should throw up after your workouts, guys, but I urge you all to, at 
some point in time, go so hard that you vomit, just so you know ... "

Right. It doesn't need to be vomit, necessarily, but I think competition, in a lot of 
ways, brings that out of people who've never done that before. They really see, 
in a middle of a workout, they're not going to die. They're so far from it. They 
may have never even pushed that far, so I always urge competition. I just make 
sure people understand, like you said, realistic goals.

Right. Cool, next one.

Rory: "What do you think is the biggest positive of the CrossFit Games?" The biggest 
positive, I think, out of the CrossFit Games is getting the word out to people who 
would otherwise have no concept or association with the name CrossFit. Really, 
for better or worse, it's our largest outward-facing effort that we do in a year. 
Millions of people will see the shows that we put on in ESPN, and the messaging, 
hopefully, that we talked about earlier, will draw them in.
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My great hope is that it induces enough curiosity for someone at home to either 
say, "Hey, wow, I'm actually a competitive athlete, and I'd like to try to compete," 
or, more importantly, "Hey, you know what? That stuff looks cool. That 
community looks healthy. I'd like to get a piece of that, and I want to see what it's 
all about," and they walk into an affiliate in their local town or state. I truly 
believe ... It's all anecdotal. I haven't done a survey, and I don't have anything to 
back this up, but I truly think it's happening. I think that affiliates are feeling a 
surge whenever the CrossFit Games are put out on television. That's the 
greatest benefit that I see to it.

Yesterday, I was at the ranch, and it holds a huge, really important place in my 
heart, because, back then, the first time I went, it was just this awe-inspiring, 
weird thing. Second year I went, it was like homecoming, and saw a bunch of 
people I met the year before, and it was like-minded people. We talked about 
things CrossFit. I asked them about problems with my affiliate. They provided 
potential solutions. It's just a cool gathering of like-minded people, really, the 
hardest of the hardcore coming together. It's an awesome, awesome festival of 
fitness.

Pat: I think one thing, too, to note is a podcast I listened to. It was talking about the 
responsibility of a company who runs a franchise model, and then the 
responsibility of a company who runs a licensee model, and so, CrossFit being a 
licensee model, the responsibility that the main company has is very different 
than a franchise model. In a franchise model, the people who buy into a 
franchise, they buy in at a really high premium. They're millions of dollars deep 
or whatever it may be. They become people who count straws. They're making 
sure that everything's done exactly to a book, how everything's done, and that's 
been set up by the franchiser, right?

Whereas the difference in a licensee model is the responsibility that the main 
company has to the people who license, and, if you think about brand 
recognition in the world of fitness, the CrossFit Games is the #1 way to get the 
brand recognized. Even if someone in the middle of Norway says the word 
CrossFit, they have an idea of what CrossFit is, even if it's a very extreme 
version. It gives a person who's a licensee the ability to speak about it without 
having any previous definition, which, I think, the CrossFit Games does a 
phenomenal job of, because, even though it is an extreme version of it, it gets it 
out there in such a huge way, so that, to me, is exactly what you said, the biggest 
positive.
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Rory: It also really pulls the carpet out from underneath the people who are, for lack of 
a better word, infringing on our copyrights, and opening up gyms that are clearly 
CrossFit but are saying that they're something else. By owning that space, the 
CrossFit Games are the world's premiere test to find the fittest on earth. People 
recognize that it is the gold standard, and so when somebody says, "No, no, no! 
This is PatFit," it's like, "No. You're full of shit, because I've been watching this 
thing for six years on television, and I know the concepts underlying it, because 
I'm a fan of the sport," or, "because I was a fan of the sport, which made me get 
interested in getting into a gym," so, in that way, hopefully, it also protects 
affiliate owners as well.

Rory: Alright. Next one: "How does HQ decide which athletes to follow or promote?" 
It's an interesting question. There's really nothing conspiratorial or that rocket 
science about it on either of the extremes. The athletes who compete in the 
CrossFit Games clearly get a ton of coverage. As you'll see, if this comes out 
before the fall, ESPN shows, there's a tremendous amount of work that goes into 
backstage coverage. People naturally gravitate toward someone with a big 
personality, towards people who are putting out content that's naturally fun to 
watch or impressive, some stupid human tricks, and I even include in that 
amazing athletic performances, like, if I see somebody snatch 315 pounds like 
Elijah Muhammad did the other day, it's really hard to ignore. If I see someone 
doing ...

We don't sit down and say, "Hey, this year, we're going to follow so-and-so and 
such-and-such." With the exception of in the years that there's been 
documentary films, and you can imagine how hard this is, you definitely look at 
who are the key players going to be this year.

Pat: It seems like it's athletic performance, just obvious athletic talent, and then 
entertainment value through seeing that they're a good person, they present 
themselves well in the public eye.

Rory: Well, yeah, or just the story, right? Like, what was the story in the men's 
competition this year? Could Mat Fraser stop being the perennial second? Could 
Ben Smith back up his first place? In the women's competition, we had this 
conglomeration, and so the temptation is to go and cover people that you expect 
to do well, like Sam Briggs early season, but who could have foreseen that Sam 
Briggs may have a potential US immigration issue? You try and cover all these 
people early in the season, and the recipe has become clear that ...

Pat: You guys are flying by the seat of your pants.
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Rory: You cover the big names the best you can, but you can't bank on anything. We 
invested a lot of time, and, love her to death, it's bad luck. She got back 
eventually, but the year that Stacie Tovar failed the qualifier for the games, we 
had invested a lot of time and effort into her story. That's not always a bad thing. 
This year, I thought it was a really interesting "Road to the Games" episode when 
Brooke Ence did not qualify, because you see the human emotion.

Pat: There's always stories.

Rory: I think we do our best to tell the stories that we think are the most relevant to 
the community, in my opinion. Then, what I like, and I know that you like to, is I 
love humor. I like the funny side of things, so, for me, personally, I can say 
athletes with the biggest personalities, I tend to gravitate towards, or there's 
just some athletes who you naturally are pulled towards more than others, and 
that just happens. 

Pat: Right.

Rory: Another one: "What is one personal CrossFit regret you have, if any?" I 
tremendously regret not doing the last-chance qualifier in 2009.

Pat: Oh, really?

Rory: Yep. I was 12th at the SoCal Regional that year. I bombed the first workout, 
bombed it, like, literally went to the medical tent afterwards and thought that I 
had something crazy. Shouldn't have done the last two workouts, but on 
workouts two and three, there's only three workouts, I got fifth and second, 
respectively, and I could have freaking gone to the CrossFit Games in 2009, and, 
if I had, I wonder what the rest of my CrossFit athletic life would have looked 
like, but wishing is for suckers. Dave Castro was with me when they released the 
last-chance qualifiers, and he was like, "Oh, are you going to do them?" and, I'll 
never forget this, I was at Jordan's gym. I cracked a beer, and drank it, and said, 
"No."

Pat: In competition ... I've been so lucky. Okay, I guess my biggest is not facing or 
knowing where Marcus Filly was the year that I didn't qualify. Because I didn't 
know ... The year that I didn't qualify, when I ran back to the bar, I didn't realize 
how far ahead of him I was, and when I went for that last clean, and I got squirted 
out ...



7

Rory: You could have waited.

Pat: I actually had, like, a two or three-second pause, and I just went for it, because I 
didn't know, because he was behind me, and then I saw the footage of it 
afterwards... I could have waited that time, made that one clean, and I would 
have gone to the Games that year. It's like that moment plays over in my head of, 
"Take the breath, Pat." 

Rory: That's a good one. That's a really good one.

Pat: That killed my confidence. For years now, I've had a lack of confidence as an 
athlete. That and being around Jason, who it was never good enough when you 
were training with him. It's like, "Why didn't you do that?" I'm like, "Because I 
weigh 50 pounds less than you, you asshole!" I can say that. In my head, I know. I 
say the words, "Because I'm 50 pounds less than you, bro," but then I still, 
psychologically, take it on board of, like, I'm not good enough, I'm not good 
enough as an athlete," when I actually don't think that's true. I think I am good 
enough as an athlete, but I just never had that confidence again. Anyway, that's 
my biggest regret.

Rory: Next question: "Do you focus on being funny or entertaining as much as you do 
on coaching quality during each class?" Well, I guess I should say, first and 
foremost, that I am not coaching on a regular ... I'm getting back to coaching on a 
regular basis, but I've been ...

Pat: You were a great coach when you were coaching often. You've run gyms, and 
you've done level ones for years.

Rory: Love coaching. You know what, I could even say this for my current job, too: I 
work very hard to make it look like I don't have to work hard, and I would do that 
with coaching, too, so I would show up as early as I possibly could to ensure that I 
knew exactly how the class was set up. I'd usually put equipment out in advance 
and know who was coming to the class, so that if I could inject humor, then I 
would.
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I would say that, when I was on seminar staff, not in my application of coaching, 
but in lecturing, for sure, there's a directive which is, "Educate first, inspire 
second, and then entertain," so educate, inspire, entertain, and I would 
sometimes move entertainment to the front, especially if I was lecturing, like, 
lead with a joke, or ...

Pat: This question's a funny one to be asked to you and I.

Rory: Yeah, exactly, but I got that feedback, and I don't know if you have.

Pat: Oh, I have.

Rory: It was oftentimes, "Hey, man, make sure that you don't forget to lecture on the 
hip movement before you throw a joke in there." It was actually really fair. It was 
one of the best things that ever happened to me, probably.

Pat: I would say that's unique to lecturing, though, because lecturing, there's a 
standard that you're going to hit, right? When I coach classes, I think a spoonful 
of sugar makes the medicine go down. I think it's situational, but, if you're 
looking to play to a larger audience, I'd say more people can understand and 
listen through humor than people listen through a straight-off thing. If we're 
looking to play to majority, like a majority-rules sort of deal, I would say instill 
humor as your basic style, and then you can tailor not being funny to people who 
need you to be more serious. Whereas if you flip that and you focus on just 
content, for a class setting, you're actually going to play to a smaller 
demographic when it comes to people coming into your classes.

Rory: Oh, yeah. Would you rather go to a more fun coach who's less technically 
proficient, but focused, or someone who's just an absolute technician with just 
"This is the most serious thing we've ever done." Especially if you're paying $150 
a month, or whatever your affiliate dues are, I want to enjoy that hour of time 
that I'm spending of my life.
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Pat: I think there's perfect examples of that out there. If you look back at some of the 
first gyms, you look at the difference between Jason Khalipa's original gyms and 
other gyms, he was literally that guy. He was less technically proficient but very 
fun to be around, and, to be honest, I expected his gyms to fail. I'd come back, and 
I'd be like, "Hey, dude, how's your gyms doing?" He'd be like, "Oh, you know, 
we're doing pretty good, like, 400 members." That was at a time where gyms 
had, like maybe 70 members, and he's like, "400, 450," and I'm like, "What? Buh, 
buh, buh ... " I didn't see that ...

Rory: Around the same time that the "Keep your bathroom clean and you'll get good 
clients" video came out, and you go into Jason's Santa Clara thing, and you're 
like, "Oh my God!"

Pat: "There's poop on the walls!"

Rory: "I think there's a dead body in here."

Yeah, against all odds, man. A magnetic personality will draw people in, no doubt 
about it.

Pat: I think that now, in the landscape of the CrossFit community, you have to offer 
the other side, too. Because now there are so many gyms. You create this 
community and this environment around fun, and enjoying, and bringing barriers 
down, but then you need to be able to dish out and give them the highest quality 
technical coaching in that manner.

Rory: I'm more sensitive to it now. I think the biggest credential or characteristic of a 
coach that you would want and find desirable is empathy, and the ability to 
understand and feel what their clients are feeling, and I think that when you're 
young, it's harder.

I'll never forget this, when I was coaching a US CrossFit, I was two-years deep, 
and I'd been working with this one individual for maybe those full two years, and 
he was 65 years old. I think he had a spinal fusion. He was an older dude, but he 
would still get through WODs, and he moved decently well. One time, he took 
me aside, and it had been years, so it hit me hard. He was like, "Hey, man, I love 
you, but you got to understand, I have injuries that are older than you. You are 
this 26-year-old, and I love your passion, and you've got lots of energy, and you 
really fire me up, but you got to be more sensitive to the fact that people don't 
feel the way that you feel inside. Like, my bones fucking hurt, man."
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I'm only 35 years old now, but I've torn my ACL, I've got kids, my life 
circumstances are different to where I can associate with somebody, and I'm 
like, "You walk in late from dropping your kids off to my 9 AM class, and I'm not 
going to make you do burpees. I can feel what you're feeling."

Pat: That's perfect. That's funny that you say that empathy... I've coached for a long 
time, too, and I've been immature for years, but I've been trying to put my finger 
on the single greatest thing I'd ever want from a coach, and what I came up with 
was 'emotional intelligence.' You need to be able to look at a class, or go up to 
somebody, and really feel where they're at, and be like, "Does this person need 
to be yelled at, or does this person need to be coddled?" That is a unique thing, 
and it has to develop over time, and that develops through your own life 
experiences and all those other pieces, but I stand behind the fact that, if I'm 
looking for anything in a coach, it's their emotional intelligence.

Rory: Yeah, and no matter what you call it, both of those two things that we said, more 
or less the same thing, but you can't teach them. It's a character trait.

Pat: You can, actually. Here's what made me think you can teach it. If you put it in the 
terms of emotional intelligence, and the ability to feel the nuance of emotion in 
any given situation, we all have different abilities of this, some people higher, 
some people lower. Some people naturally have a higher amount. Now, there are 
people whose brains don't fire in a way that they feel any emotional intelligence. 
They cannot feel a room. Those are the people who, when you're talking to them, 
you're like, "This is weird. Why did you say it that way?" or the coach that when 
you go to their class, and you sit there, and you're watching the class, and you're 
like, "Do you not feel what's happening right now?" The thing is, I think a lot of 
people truly can't, but I believe it's a spectrum. It's not a black and white.

I think simply by showing people that this thing called emotional intelligence 
exists, they start to become more reflective upon themselves and pay attention 
more closely to the nuance of situations, not, like, someone's facial structure or 
whatever it may be, but they pay attention to the after-effect of a situation that 
they're in, and they reflect on it, and they go, "Okay, what happened there? Why 
did that happen there? Could it have something to do with how I dealt with the 
situation? Okay, now I can go move forward and maybe learn from it."

Now, I don't know all the details of talking about emotional intelligence. It's 
actually something I'm reading up on, because I feel like if you could teach how 
to elevate someone's emotional intelligence, it's going to impact every level of 
their coaching. I'm reading up on it, and doing some podcast stuff where I listen 
to podcasts on it, and trying to figure it out, but ...
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Rory: To your point about hiring people, though, I would say that that's something, as 
you say, you put the highest premium on that, so the top candidates are going to 
come to the table with it.

Pat: 100%.

Rory: "What would be your recommendation for new coaches? What are the best 
ways to get started? How does one look for a coaching position or solicit 
mentoring?" Well, the last part of the question, solicit mentoring, is exactly what 
I would recommend for new coaches. Coaches got to coach, man, dead lifters got 
to dead lift. You're going to suck at doing it until you've done it a few times. 
Regardless of the amount of content that you've read, regardless how many 
videos you watch, until you actually take the empathetic approach, and interact 
with other human beings, and try and get them into the positions, both verbally 
and physically, that you're trying to achieve, you're never going to get better at 
it. You've got to coach.

How do you solicit a mentor? I would tell you how I did it. The world was 
different a little bit back then in Southern California when I was at US CrossFit, 
but I reached out to as many people as I possibly could. You'd be amazed how 
many people, even higher up in the CrossFit HQ organization, someone like Pat, 
are really accessible. On a standing basis, I only let about 23 e-mails stay unread, 
and that's more or less a to-do list, and I know most people that I interact with 
are the same way, so, in my early days, Stephen Roche, CJ Martin, they were all 
locals in the area, and they were tremendously helpful, just literally opened up 
their brains and poured out anything, both by phone calls and e-mails, and gave 
me tons and tons of information.

Just find someone you respect. Find someone who you think is a fantastic coach 
and ask them, "Could I shadow you?" Hopefully, you have the opportunity to 
make it happen without pay. Tell them that you'll shadow them for free, or 
whatever the case may be, but find a good coach. Watching the best at their 
craft is the only way that you're going to hone your.

And then trying to mimic it. Coach. I found a lot of success coaching beginners 
early on in my CrossFit career, not only because they're less refined, but also ... 
Actually, yeah, because they're less refined for two reasons. One, because so are 
you, and two, because they're going to actually have faults that you've got to 
correct. One of the most frustrating things in the world for a starting coach is an 
athlete who's pretty freaking good and just needs to fine-tune things. I think 
they need a coach with a lot of experience who's going to recognize the nuance 
and take them where they want to go. Beginners are more of an open book, and, 
having said that, make sure you're not just trying to drop the throttle on them, 
but, yeah, that's where I would start. Those are always my key 
recommendations: know your skill level, ask for help from someone you respect, 
practice, practice all the time, and work with beginners.
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Pat: If there's one piece of advice you could give to someone getting into the 
competitive game now, what would it be? Just one. You get one thing to say, one 
little sentence. They're getting into a competitive game, they want to go to the 
CrossFit Games ...

Rory: Find someone who's done it, who you have access to, and have them try and talk 
you out of it. If you still think you want to do it, you'll have a much better idea of 
what it's going to take, and you'll be a little bit more in touch with reality.


