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In my early years of owning a physical therapy clinic, I mentioned to my mom if everyone 
swam or went in the pool, I would be out of business.  I still feel strongly that water and 
swimming provide numerous benefits.  Water’s therapeutic elements include buoyancy which 
helps the body move without gravity, fluid resistance which helps gain strength without 
overloading the joints, and hydrostatic pressure which reduces swelling through compression. 
Water and swimming can be integrated into all levels of recovery and fitness.  To reap the 
benefits, find a way that fits into your lifestyle.   
 
Water for Rehabilitation 
From a rehabilitative perspective, water allows movement in injury recovery that may be more 
comfortable than in a land based environment.  The water helps support the body through 
buoyancy and reduces the effects of gravity.   Often hip, knee, or ankle patients are given 
weight bearing progressions.  In water, gravity can slowly be introduced to the body based on 
the level of submersion.  For example, water to the collar bone is 10% weight bearing, water 
to the lower sternum is 30% weight bearing, and waist high water is 50% weight bearing. 
 
Many patients have difficulty reducing swelling, especially post operatively.  Submerging in 
water can help reduce swelling, especially in the hips, knees, and ankles due to the hydrostatic 
pressure.  The deeper the water, the more compression is placed on the body.  
 
My favorite component of water is that it allows cardiovascular exercise to be introduced 
earlier in a rehab program.  Many runners come to the clinic upset about the inability to run on 
land due to an injury.  This is where we encourage deep water running or swimming to retain 
the positive endorphins from exercise throughout the injury recovery process.  To learn the 
principles of water running, proper form, and how to put it together into a great workout, read 
our Water Running article http://www.presidiosport.com/wp-content/uploads/Water-
Running.pdf. 
 
Water for Fitness  
I am often asked, “What is the best fitness program for me?”  I inevitably add swimming or 
water exercise to the list.  Our joints have a finite amount of time for working optimally.  You 
can choose to use up your pristine joint surfaces in the first 30 years of life with excessive 
weight bearing activities or you can prolong your active life by cross training with a variety of 
activities.  In water there is less post exercise joint and muscle stiffness than with land based 
activities.  If you move your land based walking or running to the water once or twice per 
week, you not only get seven times more resistance than in air, you remove the negative 
impact of gravity on joints.  Additionally, swimming is a great method of cross training.  
Learning swim technique is as good for your brain as it is for your body.  Retraining how your 
body moves helps keep brain circuits fresh by translating verbal cueing from a coach into your 
body moving properly. 

 

 P: 415.561.6655 
 E: info@presidiosport.com 

 

Disclaimer:  This is intended for informational and educational purposes only and in no way should be taken to be 
the practice of physical therapy or professional healthcare advice or services. The information should not be 
considered complete or exhaustive and should not be used for diagnostic or treatment purposes without first 
consulting with your physical therapist, physician or other healthcare provider. The owners of this accept no 
responsibility for the misuse of information contained herein. 

Presidio Sport & Medicine 
1162B Gorgas Avenue 
San Francisco, CA 94129 
P: 415.561.6655 
E: info@presidiosport.com 
www.presidiosport.com 



The Benefits of Water, continued 
 
Water for Competition 
While some people avoid competition, many people thrive in a competitive environment.  
Competition allows us to test ourselves against others with a similar desire.  Try swimming 
laps at a local swim program.  When there is someone next to you in the lane, it motivates 
you to go a little faster and helps push you a little more than if you were in the pool by 
yourself.   It is natural to want to improve or get faster if you are putting in the time to 
workout.  We want results!  A little competition such as a group workout, swim meet or open 
water event helps you monitor your current program and strive for improvement.  Often 
setting fitness goals or having an event to train for helps us get out of bed and get moving! 
 
Water for Adventure 
The benefits of water and swimming can peak through challenges only a few even consider, 
such as an epic open water adventure.  This tests not only the physical, but the mental 
endurance needed to complete such a goal.  Challenge yourself to find a body of water and 
choose to cross it.  Whether you choose a six mile or a 100 mile swim, there is a systematic 
approach to a lofty goal that includes swimming, strength training, nutrition, gaining support 
from others, and mental preparedness.  While this side of fitness is not for everyone, it will 
surely create an epic adventure for those willing to try. In the end, all the planning in the 
world cannot prepare you for Mother Nature’s power, so don’t forget to enjoy the journey!  
For insights on an epic swim adventure in the Sea of Cortez, visit www.solocortez.com. 
 
Even today, if you talk to my mom about an injury, she will tell you “Chris will say to get in the 
pool!”  Wow, so smart and she doesn’t even have a degree in Physical Therapy!   So whatever 
your motivation, be sure to include water and swimming for a lifetime of recovery and fitness.  
Start slow and don’t be afraid to seek help from others in pursuit of your own personal goals.  
 
By Chris Chorak, PT 
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