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different from one in a small, shallow lake. 
How much training you need depends on 

your current experience. At a minimum I’d 
recommend that you are able to complete a 
continuous swim in a pool of a mile and a half 
for a one-mile race. This is because you do 
not have walls to rest on or push off from in 
open water and it’s easy to swim more than the 

event distance if your navigation is poor.
If you’re going to wear a wetsuit for your 

event, you should practise in it at least once 
and preferably several times. Whether you wear 
a wetsuit or not you should still acclimatise 
to outside water temperatures. Three or four 

swims should be enough to reduce the initial 
shock of entering cool water.

Your confidence and enjoyment of the 
swim will be massively improved if you are 
properly prepared. Event safety officers report 
that the majority of people who don’t finish 
are pulled out in the first couple of hundred 
metres. The reason is often panic caused 
by surprise at the water temperature, not 
being able to see the bottom, feeling unable 
to breathe because of the wetsuit or distress 
caused by being among a mass of swimmers. 
The more you swim outdoors before your 
event the less likely it is that you will be 
bothered by these things.

Write down a plan for your challenge to 
help ensure everything runs smoothly on 
the day. List all the kit you need and pack 
the night before. Note down all the steps you 
need to take such as  a reminder to put on 
wetsuit lube and how you will tackle the swim 
(eg start near the back and swim steady until 
half way). Your plan can also include some 
“if – then” statements such as: “if my goggles 

PANIC IS OFTEN CAUSED BY SURPRISE AT THE WATER TEMPERATURE

TYPICAL MASS 
PARTICIPATION 
EVENT DISTANCES

750M – a popular introductory distance, 
especially with triathlon organisers as it’s the 
distance you swim in a sprint triathlon

HALF MILE – another popular 
introductory distance

1500M – the longest distance people 
race in a pool in the Olympics (where it takes 
the winners just under 15 minutes) and a 
common distance for triathlon organisers 
as it’s the distance you swim in a standard 
distance triathlon

A MILE – The extra 150 yards or so 
definitely makes a difference. There are a few 
famous mile swims around the world such 
as the Tiburon Mile and Midmar Mile. It’s a 
swimmer’s distance, not a triathlete’s

1.9K – Aimed at triathletes, it’s the 
distance of a half-ironman swim

2.5K AND 3K – Popular 
swimming distances pushing beyond the 
comfort of a mile. 3k is the distance used in the 
ASA Open Water Nationals

3.8K – An ironman distance swim. Expect 
lots of triathletes

5K – The shortest distance for elite open 
water swimmers at international events

10K – The marathon swimming distance 
used for the Olympic open water event

25K – Rarely offered to amateur 
swimmers, this is the longest distance in the 
World Championships where it typically takes 
the winners nearly six hours to complete

88K – The longest race on the FINA Grand 
Prix circuit. It is at least current assisted

*Note that the distances of some events are determined by 
geography – for example, the length of a lake
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