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W 
 ith over 7.5  
 million people  
 in the UK braving  
 the cold water for 
 a swim each day  
 (swimming.org, 

2019), we wanted to discover more about 
the hobby, so spoke to FHT members 
who take part in outdoor swimming 
and Sophie Hellyer, the face of the wild 
swimming community, Rise Fierce.

Sophie said, ‘Rise Fierce is a 
community of female-only* swimmers 
across the UK and Ireland. It all started 
when I was discussing the health benefits 
of cold showers with a couple of friends 
and we decided we should just jump 
in the ocean instead. So, we met up 
at 7:30am the next day and jumped in 
the sea for what was probably about 30 
seconds. We said we would go once a 
week and within the first two weeks we 
were going every day.

‘I hadn’t predicted that Rise Fierce 
would become as popular as it has. I 
think there are a few reasons it has grown 
so quickly. The first is the epic feeling 
that comes from cold water immersion, 
it is indescribable and I think it is 
something everyone should try at least 
once. Secondly, there is a huge aspect 
of community, as it is unsafe to swim 
alone. And lastly, the mental and physical 
benefits are hard to ignore. 

‘Although the ritual is about swimming, 
the primary benefits come from cold-
water immersion rather than length of 
time in the water– in the winter you don’t 
need to spend any longer than two to 
five minutes. It doesn’t matter where you 
decide to swim either, water is water! 

‘Community is a big part of outdoor 
swimming, you end up forming quite a 
strong bond because you’re meeting for 
quite an intense ritual each day. Pretty 
much wherever you are in the UK you’re 
never more than half an hour away 
from somewhere that you can dip. It’s 
actually very popular in London — the 
Hampstead Heath ponds are a short 
ride out of central London and they’re 
amazing... you stumble across these 
bodies of water hidden by trees and 
every day of the year there are women 
swimming around. 

‘The connection to nature is a huge part 
of it too. I think it’s inevitable that by doing 
it you start to notice the tangible effects 
of plastic pollution, sewage and other 
environmental issues. Wild swimming is 
helping people to become more aware 
and notice things like plastic bottles being 
washed up on the beach. It’s galvanizing 
communities, movements, political 
awareness, which is another thing I love 
about it.’

*Anyone who identifies as a woman.

We look at the physical and mental benefits of immersing yourself in cold water and 
share stories from FHT members who are regular wild swimmers. 

The immersion effect
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Dangers
‘There are a lot of dangers that come with 
wild swimming, so you have to make sure 
to swim respectfully and safely. Follow my 
tips below to make sure you keep yourself 
out of danger...’

n ��Research the location beforehand
Don’t just jump into a body of water that 
you don’t know about. Research it, get 
some advice from other local swimmers or 
make sure to go somewhere lifeguarded.
n Don’t go straight into the water. 
You can risk getting cold shock if you 
immerse yourself too quickly. Ease yourself 
in gradually instead of diving straight in 
and if you’re new to it, make sure you stay 
close to the entry and exit point. When you 
first get into cold water, what happens is 
the blood leaves your arms and legs and 
goes to your middle to keep your core 
warm. Lots of people find that they can 
swim out fine, but that their arms and 
legs feel heavy and a bit limp after a while 
which makes swimming back to shore 
more difficult and puts you in danger.
n If swimming in the sea, swim parallel  
to the shore. For increased visibility, wear a 

RESEARCH
Studies on the benefits of open water 
swimming are limited but there is 
increasing research being undertaken 
in this field. Experts particularly 
believe there is a strong connection 
between open water swimming and 
improvements in mental health, 
menopause and dementia. 

Dementia
Giovanna Mallucci, Professor of 
Clinical Neurosciences and Associate 
Director of the UK Dementia Research 
Institute (UK DRI), is leading research 
on the neuroprotective effects of 
cold-water immersion. She found by 
studying mice that cooling increases 
the protein RBM3 which prevents 
against synapse loss, and helps to halt 
the degeneration of brain cells. When 
this was tested on a group of cold-
water swimmers, Professor Mallucci 
and her team found that the cold shock 
response elicited an increase in the 
RBM3 protein. Though this is only a 
preliminary study, it is said to be a 
landmark one (Peretti et al, 2015). 

Mental health
A group of open-water swimmers 
from Devon are taking part in research 
looking at the benefits of cold-water 
immersion on mental health. Many 
open-water swimmers say that 
they have seen an improvement 
in their mental health, with a poll 
commissioned by Swim England 
reporting that 1.4 million adults believe 
that swimming has significantly 
reduced symptoms of their anxiety and 
depression (2018, Swim England).

Doctors hypothesise that the reported 
improvement in mental health could 
be down to one of two reasons. The 

first is that by getting into cold water 
the body is put under stress and it 
learns to adapt through repetition. 
And the second is that the cold water 
has an anti-inflammatory effect on the 
body. When interviewed by the BBC, 
Consultant Anesthetist, Dr Mark Harper, 
said, ‘You’re getting all the benefits of 
an effective treatment for mental health 
and it costs the NHS next to nothing.’ 
(BBC, 2020). Researchers hope to be 
able to publish the latest research in this 
field within the next few months. 

Pain relief
In a report published by the British 
Medical Journal (BMJ), researchers 
followed a 28-year-old man after an 
endoscopic thoracic sympathectomy 
surgical procedure. He was a keen open-
water swimmer and reported feeling ‘no 
pain’ while he was in the water, stating 
that it helped to ‘restore his preoperative 
quality of life’. Researchers weren’t clear 
how this happened but concluded 
that ‘further exploratory investigation 
is need to assess the replicability and 
feasibility of cold-water swimming as a 
potentially effective natural intervention 
to support postoperative complications’ 
(BMJ, 2018).

A trial commissioned by extreme 
athlete, Wim Hof, who is known as 
‘The Iceman’ for his records relating to 
cold exposure, looked at the benefits 
of his method for people with arthritis 
(axial spondyloarthritis). In the trial, 
researchers randomly divided 24 
patients into a treatment and  
control group. The treatment group 
that received extensive cold exposure 
over eight weeks had seen a decrease in 
inflammatory markers. A reduction in 
inflammatory markers may support the 
pain effects of arthritis (Buijze et al, 2019).

FHT’s Wild Swimmers 
We�spoke�to�FHT�members�who�have�been�enjoying�the�
benefits�of�open�water�swimming.�

Francois�Widdicombe, has been sea swimming 
since she was a child. She said, ‘I first 
experienced open water swimming when 
on holiday with my parents and I have been 
enjoying swimming in the sea ever since. People 

enjoy walking, but they don't walk indoors, do 
they? I believe we should approach swimming in  

a similar way. 
I swam one February with my mother who was 61-years-old 

at the time. The water always seems cold at first but your body 
gets used to it once you’re in. Sea water revitalises and relaxes 
you, helping blood and lymphatic circulations to evacuate toxins, 
in turn boosting the immune system. The feeling of sitting with a 
hot chocolate afterwards is so good too, it is a comforting feeling 
when the warmth slowly replaces the coldness in your body.’ 

Francoise Widdicombe is a reflexologist from West Sussex. She 
trained in reflexology for pregnancy at the age of 60 and has since 
launched her own practice, Reflexology Sompting.  
reflexologysompting.co.uk

Jackie�Hamilton,�MFHT�and�2019�FHT�Complementary
Therapist�of�the�Year, has been open water swimming
since August 2020. Jackie said, ‘I’d wanted to do open water 
swimming for a couple of years but didn’t know how to go about 

it. By an amazing coincidence, at the beginning of August, I 
rung an unpaid carer who told me that she goes open water 
swimming with a group each week. I jumped at the chance and 
asked if I could go with her and that was it, the next day I was in 
there with them and loved it.

‘The benefits have been amazing. The camaraderie of open 
water swimming groups must be experienced – the people 
I have swum with have been more than welcoming and 
friendly and there is never any pressure to stay in longer than 
you feel comfortable.

‘With all that has happened this year, I needed something 
positive to put my energy towards, and wild swimming is 
certainly that! It has improved my mental health for sure 
because it brings excitement to my day. The getting ready for 
it and looking forward to it is all part of the thrill, it makes me 
feel alive.

‘If anyone wants to start, I would say give it a go as soon as 
you can! Start by finding a local open water swimming group, 
there are Facebook groups for swimmers all over the country, 
simply type in the search bar ‘open water swimming’ or ‘wild 
swimming’, followed by your area.’

Jackie Hamilton, MFHT was named 2019 FHT Complementary 
Therapist of the Year. Jackie runs her own therapy 
teaching practice in Norfolk called the Jackie Hamilton 
School of Therapies, as well as a community interest 
company (CIC) called, Therapy Aid, which provides 
therapies to carers.  
therapyaid.co.uk

USEFUL�RESOURCES
There are a few resources available to  
help you prepare for your first open water 
swim and find a community near you.

Rise�Fierce�-�A community of female-only 
swimmers across the UK and Ireland.
n�risefierce.com�

Mental�Health�Swims�-�A community for 
anyone struggling with their mental health 
who wants to take the leap and join a 
welcoming swim community in the UK.
n�mentalhealthswims.co.uk

Open�Water�Swimming�(OWS)�UK�-�Find 
open water swimming venues, times, 
sessions and coaches for safe swimming 
across the UK.
n�facebook.com/groups/OWSUK

The�Outdoor�Swimming�Society�- The 
Outdoor Swimming Society (The OSS) 
pioneers outdoor swimming in rivers, 
lakes, lido and seas. Here you can 
find helpful safety information and 
compelling stories.
n�outdoorswimmingsociety.com

The�Wim�Hof�method�- Dutch extreme 
athlete Wim Hof has broken a number of 
records related to cold exposure; on his 
website you can discover the first research 
into the benefits of cold-water immersion.
n�wimhofmethod.com

Outdoor�Swimmer�-�A magazine 
providing inspiration for people who 
swim outdoors. This publication aims to 
encourage its readers to live healthier and 
happier lives through outdoor swimming.
n�outdoorswimmer.com

brightly coloured swim hat and a tow float. 
n Prepare for when you get out of the 
water. Your core body temperature 
continues to drop for 15-20 minutes after 
you get out of the water. At first you feel 
like a superhero but very quickly your 
body temperature declines. Bring a dry 
robe and lots of loose woolen clothing 
that you can pull on and will help you get 
warm quickly.

Sophie�Hellyer is 
founder of the cold-
water community, 
Rise Fierce. She 

is a spokesperson 
on ocean pollution, 

sustainability and ethical fashion and 
is a qualified surf instructor. 
risefierce.com

SAFETY�NOTE
If you have a health condition that may 
be adversely affected by cold water 
immersion (eg. heart problem), please 
speak to your doctor first.

T

For references and further 
reading, visit fht.org.uk/IT-references�
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