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Dive in
Swimming is a great way to improve health 
and wellbeing –and it’s never too late to start

‘The cure for everything is salt water: tears, sweat or the  
sea,’ wrote Danish author Karen Blixen. Swimming can tick 
all those boxes. While a dip in the ocean isn’t often practical, 
there is something healing about submerging in water, even  
if it’s a salt-free swim at the local lido or leisure centre. 

Swimming can often be overlooked as a form of exercise  
as gyms, fitness classes and team sports take its place. But  
its health and wellbeing benefits can’t be overestimated, 
especially later in life. Not only an excellent full-body 
workout, it’s also low impact and relatively injury proof.  
Plus, the meditative effect of repetitive movement linked  
with breath offers a wide range of mental-health benefits. 

Alex Ferré, a swimming coach based in Edinburgh, offers 
personal and small-group tuition via Swimming Nature. He 
says: ‘Swimming is a fantastic form of all-around exercise. It 
gives the entire body a workout, teaches essential life skills, 
and can be embraced as a sport or enjoyed simply for fun.’ 

In terms of the physical benefits, regular swimming is a 
great way to keep fit and burns twice as many calories as 
walking. ‘Swimming helps lose fat, maintain a healthy body 
weight and tone muscle,’ explains David Tatler, a former 
competitive swimmer, coach and founder of DMT Swimming, 
a swimming school in London. Whether it’s breaststroke, 
backstroke, front crawl, butterfly or even doggy paddle, all 
styles move the arms and legs and work muscles across the 
body including the back and core. 

Subsequently, swimming helps with all other bodily 
functions. As Alex points out: ‘To maintain the body position 
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Epidemiology found that swimming is the most efficacious 
exercise to prevent falls.

The study of 1,667 Australian men over the age of 70 across 
a four-year period found that those who swam on a regular 
basis had fewer falls in comparison to those who did another 
exercise (for example golf, aerobics and walking). As a bonus, 
improving core strength will also reduce the chance of back 
pain as the back muscles are better supported. 

Beyond the multitude of physical merits swimming  
offers, it can also have a positive impact on mental health. 
‘Swimming is a series of repeated exercises both with the 
physical movement and the breath. Over time, this rhythm 
moves the mind into a meditative state which is brilliant  
for relieving anxiety, tension and panic,’ says David. 

Alex agrees that the focus on linking breath to movement 
within swimming is extremely similar to techniques used 
both in yoga and mindfulness – two activities regularly 
prescribed for those suffering from stress or anxiety. 

Wellbeing boost
Interestingly, a new YouGov poll commissioned by Swim 
England found that swimming has significantly reduced the 
symptoms of anxiety or depression for 1.4 million adults in 
Britain. Additionally, 492,000 British adults with mental 
health conditions who swim say that they have reduced the 
number of visits to a medical professional regarding their 
mental health as a result of the activity.

Alex also highlighted how swimming can boost wellbeing 
by providing direction and a goal to work towards. ‘In my 
opinion, having a destination in mind is the best kind of 
therapy. It shouldn’t be underestimated how trying new 
things or achieving targets, regardless how big or small, can 
instill confidence in individuals.’ What’s more, swimming, 
much like other forms of exercise, has an effect on hormone 
levels. Swimming causes the brain to release chemical 
endorphins which trigger a positive feeling. It also uses up 
cortisol, the fight or flight hormone that can cause anxiety  
or stressful feelings when present in excess. Both of these 
hormonal factors will help uplift mood and enhance wellbeing. 

Whether it’s the hormone high, Zen-like state or a stronger 
body, swimming can’t be beaten when it comes to improving 
both happiness and health. If in doubt, just keep swimming  
– a useful motto both in the pool and out of it.

Words: Elizabeth Bennett

START SWIMMING NOW

Top tips for getting going

Take a class or course 
For new swimmers or those returning to it but 
lacking in confidence, taking a class or course can 
really help. Private tuition is great for acclimatising 
to the new setting and building trust. Group classes 
can help with stroke development and technique.

Don’t worry about speed
Forget fretting about being the next the Michael 
Phelps or Rebecca Adlington, and keep in mind 
there’s no advantage to being fast. Showing up  
and swimming is the most important bit. 

Look for lane sessions 
Most pools have allocated lane sessions when the 
lanes are sectioned off. It can be off-putting to 
swim while constantly dodging other swimmers. 
Consider adult-only sessions too.  

Invest in a new kit
Swimming is a relatively inexpensive hobby so spend 
the money on a new swimsuit or pair of trunks  
that fits well and is comfortable. A swimming hat, 
earplugs or goggles may help too. Remember 
everyone worries about the way they look in 
swimwear – in the water no one cares. 

Find a buddy 
Find a friend, family member or partner and swim 
together. Schedule swimming in the diary as if it 
were a social event like coffee or lunch to keep 
motivation and commitment levels high. 

Note: Always consult a doctor or health professional 
before embarking on a new fitness regime or major 
lifestyle change.

For more information, visit swimmingnature.com  
or dmtswimming.com

needed for swimming takes core strength. Core stability helps 
to refine posture as well as increasing flexibility and mobility.’ 
With a strong core essential for all human movement, the 
stronger the core, the stronger the overall body. 

‘In the short term, swimming improves lung function  
and strengthens the heart. Regular swimming will increase 
aerobic fitness, lower blood pressure and overall cardiovascular 
health which can therefore [help to] reduce the risk of chronic 
illnesses,’ explains David. In fact, research published in  
the American Journal of Cardiology found a link between 
swimming and reduced blood pressure. Their research 
measured the blood pressure of 43 adults with the average  
age of 60 over 12 weeks, and the group who were swimming 
three times a week saw their blood pressure reduced by an 
average nine points versus the non-swimmers whose blood 
pressure remained the same. Lowering blood pressure is 
crucial in preventing heart attacks, strokes and other 
conditions like kidney disease and dementia. 

Swimming is good for all ages and body shapes but it’s 
particularly advantageous for older adults. Unlike running, 
which can be tough on the body, swimming is much kinder. 

‘Swimming has little or no impact on joints or bones. It’s 
arguably the most gentle and safest form of exercise,’ David 
explains. Ninety per cent of body weight is supported by the 
water when swimming, which makes it ideal for those with 
weak joints or bones, or people with conditions like arthritis 
and osteoporosis who struggle to exercise other ways. 

Injury recovery and reduction
Water has a density 700 times greater than air which means  
it offers both support and resistance for the body. While this 
reduces the impact on the body and decreases the chance  
of injury, it’s also hugely beneficial if recovering from injury.  
As Alex says: ‘This higher resistance within water can help 
muscle develop quicker, which has a huge impact towards  
a full and speedy recovery. Even simple exercises such as 
walking in water can do wonders.’ 

Furthermore, regular swimming reduces the risk of injury 
outside of the water in daily life. ‘By improving balance and 
core strength, swimming lowers the chance of falling and 
therefore prevents further injuries to the body,’ David says. 
Recent research published in the American Journal of 


