
On contact with cold water you will often experience an involuntary 
intake of breath. If your head is underwater this gasp reflex will 
result in intake of water and you can drown with less than 5 ounces 
of water in your lungs.

Following the initial gasp reflex you may experience shock 
symptoms including hyperventilation, elevated heart rate, inability to 
breath-hold, increases in blood pressure and cardiac output, all of 
which can cause sudden death (even in healthy subjects)

Within 2 to 30 minutes in the water, rapid superficial cooling (nerves 
and musculature of arms and legs) reduces coordination, dexterity 
and muscle strength:
◦ Degradation of swimming stroke and breath control – from a horizontal to vertical position 
  (even good swimmers) 
◦ Increasingly difficult to perform survival activities; getting out of the water, grasping 
  floating objects, using equipment such as radios, phones, signal devices

Your body cools very quickly in water - as much as 25 times faster 
than in air. At some point your body is no longer able to regulate 
your core temperature which causes a decline in the level of 
consciousness and cardiac arrhythmia/ventricular fibrillation which, 
untreated, will result in death.

Even after rescue the effects of hypothermia continue and can cause 
death. Seek medical attention after any prolonged cold water expo-
sure.

High potential for 
immediate drowning

While shock and swim 
failure may occur when 
wearing a life jacket 
drowning is much less 
likely and you are much 
more likely to be 
rescued

When properly worn 
hypothermia protection 
will significantly reduce 
the impact of cold on 
your body extending 
the period before cold 
effects reduce your 
chances of survival. 

Examples:
●●●●● Dry suit
●●●○○ Wet suit
●●○○○ Anti-exposure coverall
●●○○○ Float coat
●○○○○ Layered clothing

Possible drowning

Likely drowning

Potential for hypo-
thermia increases 
with exposure so get 
out of the water 
quickly

Life jackets provide 
only limited 
additional 
protection from 
hypothermia

Hypothermia can result in death even after rescue

A (properly fitted and worn life jacket) will keep, or 
quickly bring your head above water so the gasp 
reflex is far less likely to result in drowning

2-30 Minutes:
Functional
Disability
(swimming failure)


