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From A Dark Place to a Blue Space: 
A Case Study of two swimmers’ journeys from acute 

mental ill-health to a more positive future
Presented by: Dr Mark Christie, Kathleen Wootton, Mark 

Marsland and Dr David Elliott 



• Quantitative:

• Qualitative:

tangible impact 



Case Study as a method (MC)
specific focus of interest

unusual, distinctive, and ‘edge’ narrative 

naturalistic inquiry actions and experiences of specific people 
social context 

any combination of factual descriptive, interpretive, and 
explanatory narratives

fieldwork rich, insightful descriptive 
and interpretative data 

comparative

uniqueness where only a limited pool of available research participants 

inductive and 
deductive primary conduit of data collection and 
analysis inductive strategy to search for meaning and understandings

deductive approach allowed for the data analysis to be informed by existing theory



explore

experiences 
role

not generalisable
important insight potential therapeutic role 
of OWS 

how and why 



• This study focused upon Mark & Kathleen’s use of  
open water swimming (OWS) as a therapeutic 
means of recovery from acute mental ill-health

• Fieldwork: venues Mark and Kathleen visited most 
frequently: Millennium Lake (Lincolnshire) and 
Seaham Marina (County Durham)

• Swim and interview!
• Semi-structured interviews
• Telling their story: background, role of open water 

swimming in their mental health recovery
• Reflexive notebook; Go Pro footage 











‘…and that was robbing me of way too much time and energy focusing on that’, 

• ‘I went through a bout of crippling anxiety and suicidal depression that took me to 
a very, very dark place… these things layer up over years and you don't realise 
it's creeping up on you until it hits you’

• ‘… and the more plugs you pull out, the more you diminish yourself until you end 
up as I did, in that foetal position, wanting to pull the duvet over your head, draw 
the curtains and not connect with life… I just thought, I can't deal with this 
anymore. I cannot stand the thought of waking tomorrow again feeling this way, 
never mind feeling this way for the next ten, twenty or thirty years. You know, 
‘I'm out of here. I'm done’. 



• Open water swimming and dipping - and the water itself - was manifest as a vital 
component of nature connectedness and Mark’s mental health recovery:

• Nature, and dipping in cold water with friends, gave Mark the impetus to ‘plug back’ 
into life, finding both stimuli ‘healing and uplifting’:



more connected, wiser, stronger, more compassionate, [become] a better listener and a much better 
version of me 

yet richer, far richer than I have ever been

self-resilience and stress management self-styled system that includes positivity bat’ 
for ‘knocking bad thoughts out of the park

his self-belief and provides a sense of joy as well as purpose







instantaneous
a major hurdle

prison

oh my God, I’m alive



pain relief
feel able-bodied 

move around freely independence and 
empowerment. joy of being in the sea and open air,

feeling part of the community feel so happy

I just let it go with the tide
relief

feel like a child



August             
Edinburgh International Film Festival, UK
September      
Sea Change Festival Isle of Tiree, Uk
October           
Bolton International Film Festival, UK 
Skye Community Cinema, Isle of Skye, UK 
Folkestone Documentary Festival, UK 
Chicago International Film Festival USA    
November       
Cinanima Festival Espihna, Portugal 
Aesthetica Film Festival York UK 
DOC NYC, New York, USA                          
Manchester Animation Festival, UK                          
London Animation Festival UK                          
Kendal Mountain Festival, UK
December       
Fish&Films Normandie, France



Attention 
Restoration 

Theory

Biophilia 
Hypothesis

Stress 
Reduction 

Theory

Phenomenon 
of Hope

Occupational 
Perspective

Self 
Determination 

Theory



to make choices 
and determine their own actions.

become self-determined when their needs for 
competence, relatedness, and autonomy

key environmental conditions 

core predictor 

own goals that hold meaning 
intrinsic motivation 

responsibility focus 



OWS is an ideal 
activity to develop nature connectedness and promote the 
associated positive impacts upon health and well-being

personal health dividends and enhancements to 
personal agency;

played a key role 

‘emplacement’ 
recovery is shaped by formal and informal processes

catalyst for positive change life worth living 



all those 
experiencing severe mental ill-health. Access might be difficult 

it can cause health issues

similar benefits more readily 
accessible 

• Further research 

OWS should not be considered a substitute to empirically sound medical 
interventions
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