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BACKGROUND

Hypoxic Blackout—

• Is a condition in which the 
body is deprived of adequate 
oxygen supply.

• Is the result of a person who 
engages in activities such as 
hyperventilation preceding 
underwater swimming and 
extended breath-holding in the 
water.

• Happens very quickly and 
usually without warning when 
a swimmer engages in these 
dangerous activities. Educate 
them about the dangers of 
these actions. 



BACKGROUND

• Despite educational efforts, deaths 
related to hypoxic blackout in the 
water are still occurring. 

• At YMCA Pools since 2008—

▪ At least 5 hypoxic blackout-
related deaths have occurred 

▪ At least 18 more swimmers 
have been successfully rescued 
after losing consciousness 
following extended breath 
holding.

• Over the past few years, there 
have been highly-publicized deaths 
related to hypoxic blackout.



HYPOXIC BLACKOUT–
CAMPAIGN TO RAISE AWARENESS

Raising awareness at all 
levels within the Y
• All Y-USA communication 

vehicles

• E-mail to 27,000 Y certified 
lifeguards

• Annual Y-USA COO Aquatic 
Safety letter to local CEOs

• Heat sheets at short & long 
course YMCA National 
Swimming Championships

• Incorporated into the NEW Y 
Swim Lesson program outlines



HYPOXIC BLACKOUT–
CAMPAIGN TO RAISE AWARENESS

American Red Cross, USA 
Swimming, and YMCA of the 
USA joint statement on 
Hypoxic Blackout

• Goal to educate the public 
about the risks of hypoxia in 
the water

• Defined Hypoxic Blackout

• Our educational programs 
reinforce the proper methods 
to breathe before entering 
and while in the water



SAFETY MEASURES—
SWIM LESSONS

• Breath control is important part 
of learning to swim—but limits 
are set

– Never “see how far” or “how long”

• Limited to one breath before 
submerging

• Underwater activities should 
never be competitive or 
repetitive

• Instructors should never ask 
you to do more

• Lifeguards will make you stop
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SAFETY MEASURES—
SWIM INSTRUCTORS

• Trained to teach:

• Safety principles of breath 
control and warn of dangers

• Progressions for improving 
breath control and breath 
management

• Expectations for safety 
protocols during instruction:

• Limit participants to a single 
inhalation 

• Set safety limits for practice

• Number of body lengths

• Amount of time
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SAFETY MEASURES—
LIFEGUARDS

Taught to prohibit these activities:

• Hyperventilation

• Contests, games, or repetitive 
activities that challenges ability to:

• Swim extended distances underwater

• Hold their breath underwater for extended 
periods

Trained to:

• Watch out for and prevent these 
activities including in competitive 
swimming

• Intervene and stop the activity

• Explain that they should only take a 
single inhalation before submerging 
when swimming and playing 
underwater
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SAFETY MEASURES—
COACHES

• Additional experience and training 
advocated

• Monitor carefully and instructor 
swimmers to breathe when necessary

• Have swimmers take only one or at the 
most two deep breaths

• Only use in a training program of 
experienced swimmers in good physical 
condition with proper supervision and 
instruction

• Generally conduct this activity on the 
surface of the water (except dolphin 
kick training)

• Limit the number of repeats of hypoxic 
swimming

• Allow adequate time for recovery, 
which will vary from swimmer to 
swimmer
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SAFER STRATEGIES 
FOR TRAINING ATHLETES
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ON-GOING EFFORTS

• This level of collaboration of these leaders in water safety education 
in the United States to address a specific issue is unique. 

• Having this common goal—and using common language—while 
leveraging the resources and relationships of each respective 
organization is sure to achieve greater impact to reduce drowning 
due to hypoxic blackout. 

• All three organizations will continue the awareness campaign to 
stakeholders, by—

▪ Expanding content in existing educational materials

▪ Development of new educational materials and messaging.

▪ Engaging in joint presentations.
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QUESTIONS?
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