
 

 

“An Athletes Perspective”  

As an athlete who has been diagnosed with depression, I was constantly asked why I continued to 

swim. What many did not understand is that swimming was not the cause. What I felt at the time, 

but couldn’t get out in words, is that swimming was saving my life. I feel it’s important to help those 

reading this to better understand how swimming helped me cope with what I was experiencing: 

 

 

1.) The sport became my family. Away from my blood-related family, I had a strong bond with my 

coaches and teammates. Even though they may not have understood what was going on in my head, 

I felt they understood me. Training and traveling together, we had all had similar goals that gave us 

a bond. This allowed me to feel secure and loved.  

 

 

2.) When I was outside of the pool I felt as though my life was spiraling out of control. I believed I 

was no longer in control of my emotions, my life, my relationships and I did not know where to 

turn. However, when I would arrive at the pool I felt completely in control... I could put my head in 

the water and just go OR laugh and talk with teammates to take my mind off my stresses. 

 

 

3.) The pool was one place that kept me on a schedule. Making a commitment to the pool was one 

thing I NEVER wanted to break, no matter how I felt. Even though some days I didn’t want to get out 

of bed or go to practice, I didn’t want to let my teammates down on supporting their goals or the 

team’s goals.  

 

As you can see the pool was my sanctuary and comfort. It kept me on schedule and was one 

constant to look forward to every day. My friends, who became my family, were there every day to 

make me smile. I could control my outcomes and working hard in the pool made me feel a little bit 

more accomplished for the day. What I learned was many believed my depression came from my 

swimming, but that wasn’t the reality. This was the only predictable constant during my easiest and 

hardest times.  

  

 



“A Coaches Perspective” 

From a coach’s perspective, I see competitive swimming providing several key “antidotes” to some of 

the anxiety and uncertainty that is either at the root of or that is a manifestation of many of the mental 

health issues that our children and young adults face in our society today.  

 

Many studies now show that adolescents in the US today live with a baseline level of anxiety that is 

significantly higher than it was 10 years and even 5 years ago. Much of this anxiety is the result of a 

continual uncertainty that resides in the imagination about how that person is being thought of or 

judged by peers, parents, or others in a position of authority. The judgements are rarely communicated 

in an explicit person to person setting. Many come from social media, many are inferred, and it can feel 

like there is no real reprieve from that judgement. The judgement people are afraid of is not very 

specific either, it very often boils down to being liked or not liked. If you’re liked, you’re IN! If you’re not 

liked, you are excluded. The criteria for judgement are not clear, or if they are clear they are often not 

inspiring. People are never sure where they stand, what they’re being judged on, or when the next 

judgement/criticism is coming. One of the most feared social consequences for humans is to be 

excluded from the group. This exclusion (dislike) is a constant threat to many people, and the body’s 

stress response to this threat is as powerful as it would be if they were under constant threat of being 

attacked by an enemy.  

 

A two-hour competitive swimming practice can be the opposite of almost every one of those issues. 

First, simple physical exercise is a great prescription for the stress that near-constant anxiety produces. 

Digging deeper, there are several basic “needs” or “drives” that psychologists have theorized as 

universally human. Some of these are the need for love, the need for work, the drive for improvement, 

and the drive for connection, or a feeling of being part of something meaningful and bigger than oneself. 

It’s not a stretch to see that swimming can provide these things. I’m happy to discuss all in detail, but I 

think anyone who has been around a good swimming team can identify with the places where 

swimming can fill these needs.  

 

Some people who struggle with mental health feel that they are not in control of their lives. A well-

designed practice also provides many opportunities to exercise agency, or control over one’s 

environment. A swimmer (together with a coach and team) will implicitly or explicitly set goals and 

standards for every practice, set and stroke, and then provide (very often measurable) feedback on the 

success of that effort. While a swimmer is finding ways to improve, to work towards a goal, to make a 

team and group better (all addressing needs from above paragraph) they are also creating, changing, 

and responding to their environment in ways that are usually predictable. A swimmer can leave a 

practice every day feeling that they took control over some very meaningful and significant part of their 

life. 

 

 



National Resources in the event you are seeking further guidance and support:  

 
URGENT / EMERGENCY SERVICES 
• Call 911 
• National Suicide Prevention Hotline: 1-800-273-8255 
• Crisis Text Line: Text “Start” to 741-741 

Finding a local provider: Mental Health America 

http://www.mentalhealthamerica.net/find-affiliate 

Active Minds  

http://www.activeminds.org/issues-a-resources/get-help/where-to-turn 
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