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Like other environmental constituents, such as pressure, heat and oxygen, cold water 
can have positive or negative effects on your physiology, be a threat or treatment, 
depending on circumstances (Tipton et al. 2018). Given the current increase in the 
popularly of open water swimming, and resurgence in long distance swimming, it is timely 
to review the problems associated with cold water immersion and the science and 
practicalities of preparing for a long distance swim. 

Testing humans who want to venture in to open water for a long distance swim following 
‘traditional English Channel rules’ is a very challenging activity. Both in terms of the 
equipment interfaces with water and also prohibitive due to the rules of the event. 
Therefore we draw heavily from more controlled laboratory based studies to establish the 
impact of cold water. Some of these studies are primarily focused upon survival following 
accidental immersion in cold water. However they provide insight in to the physiological 
responses which occur upon initial immersion and during prolonged immersion. Thus 
demonstrating the enormity of the task the long distance swimmer has, just to make the 
start line.   

Water Immersion is the third leading cause of unintentional injury-related death, 
accounting for 7 % of all such deaths (WHO, 2014). These figures are under-estimations 
due to poor reporting in many countries that have a high number of deaths. Four stages 
of cold water immersion have been associated with particular risks (Golden & Hervey, 
1981; Golden et al. 1991), the duration of these stages and the magnitude of the 
responses evoked within them vary significantly. These four stages apply equally to those 
who accidentally fall in to cold water and to open water swimmers. 
 
• Initial immersion (first 3 minutes): skin cooling  
• Short-term immersion (3 min plus): superficial neuromuscular cooling  
• Long-term immersion (30 min plus): deep tissue cooling (hypothermia)  
• Circum-rescue/exit: just before, during or soon after rescue or exit from the water  

 
 
From scientific publications, medical and death records we have a strong knowledge base 
of the problems associated with cold water immersion. This talk addresses the 
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preparation of open water swimmers as well as many of the aspects to long distance 
swimming that many may not be aware of.  

SELF-CHECKING QUESTIONS 

1. Why does cold water cool the body more rapidly than air of the same temperature? 

2. What factors affect cooling rate 

3. What advice would you give a potential long distance or channel swimmer about their 
a. feeding and b. training strategy? 

4. What practicalities do potential swimmers need to be aware of before during and after 
the swim. 
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