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“Drowning is a significant, complex, and 
multifaceted phenomenon, which has at 

its heart, the way in which humans 
interact with their aquatic environment” 

(Moran, 2006)
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Wicked 
Problems

Difficult to define

Interdependent

Multi-causal

Unforseen outcomes

No clear solutions

Unstable

Socially complex Multiple responsibilities

Changing behaviour

Chronic policy failure

Unique Novel
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Overestimate competence?

Underestimate risks?

Why are adults drowning?
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Research questions

Overestimation of competence? 

Reality | perception gap?

Different gaps for some groups?

Variable perception? 
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Drowning Prevention Model
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Drowning Prevention Model
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Water Competencies for Drowning Prevention
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Preventable Drowning by Age Group 2016-2020
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Preventable Drowning by Environment 2016-2020
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Structure of Studies

1

Water Competency 
Perceptions

Parents and their Children

2

Water Competency 
Perceptions

Māori and Pasifika

3

Water Competency 
Perceptions

Older People (65+)

4

Perceived vs Actual Water 
Competency 

Adults 
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1: Parental Perceptions

Research Objectives:

• Perceived swimming competence of 

parents /caregivers and their children

• Parents/caregivers perception of 

competent swimmer (drowning 

prevention)

• Does open water swimming 

competency affect perceived level of 

safety? 

• ‘Safe’ levels of swimming competency in 

open water?
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Conclusions

58% parents swim well/very well 

55% <25m, 59% not in open water

52% children swim well/very well 

73% <25m, 81% not in open water

BUT 64% feel safe in open 

water

• Perception of risk ≠ Perception of competence

• Perception of safety influenced by gender

• Perception of ‘competence’ ≠ actual competence (?) 

BUT 51% think their child is 

safe in open water
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Preventable Drowning by Ethnicity 2016 – 2020 
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2: Māori and Pasifika Adults

Research Objectives:

• Perceived swimming competence in 

closed and open water environments

• Perceived competence to rescue

• Attitudes towards risk in open water

• Ability to assess open water risks
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Conclusions

70% swim well/very well 

55% <25m 

BUT 72% swim ≤ 25 metres 

• Males more confident

• Overestimation of competence and 

underestimation of risk

• Perception of being a good swimmer is not the 

reality
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Drowning Prevention Model
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Preventable Drowning by Age Group 2016 – 2020 
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3: Older Adults

Research Objectives:

• Aquatic participation

• Drowning risks

• Perceptions of water safety and risk 
of drowning

• Water safety attitudes and 
behaviours

• Perceived water competence



dpanz.org.nz

Conclusions

Safer in open water 
due to:

BUT at higher risk from:

• Less exposure in aquatic 

recreation

• Lower perceived swimming 

and floating competence

• Higher risk perception

• Safer attitudes (limited)

• Less exposure

• Less frequency 

• Less recency

• Known and unknown 

medical conditions
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Water Competencies for Drowning Prevention
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Drowning Prevention Model
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4: Perceived and Actual Water Competence in Open Water

Research Objectives:

• Perceived levels of water competencies

• Actual water competencies – closed pool 

and open water environment

• Drowning risk perceptions

• Relationships between perceptions of 

drowning risk and perceived and actual 

water competencies
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Conclusions

• Increased risk awareness
• Increased levels of perceived water competence
• Increase in ‘unsafe’ attitudes

Pool competencies ≠ open water competencies

Pre Post
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Finally
Mismatch between perceived ‘safe competence’ 
and actual ‘safe competence’

Gaps

• Pool | Open water competencies 

• Actual | Perceived competence
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So What?



“The present research has confirmed that 
the problem is not so much that people 
are unable to swim or float, but they are 
unable to swim or float as well as they 

thought they could in open water”

(Stanley, 2021)
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Wicked 
Problems

Difficult to define

Interdependent

Multi-causal

Unforseen outcomes

No clear solutions

Unstable

Socially complex Multiple responsibilities

Changing behaviour

Chronic policy failure

Unique Novel
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Recommendations for Solving the Wicked Problem

• Clear definitions – swim and survive ≠ water competence

• Interdependencies – water competencies – and open water

• Unforeseen outcomes – ‘learn to swim’ in a pool

• Socially complex – linked with gender, age, ethnicity, SES

• No clear solutions

• No single organisation responsible

• Chronic policy failure – 200m swim = safe; lifejacket legislation

• Changing behaviour – perceived vs. real water competence in ALL 

water safety education 
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What now?

• Adult eLearning

• Education on ‘assessing personal competency’ in ALL water safety 

education  – perceived versus real competency 

- pool vs open water competency

- perceived safe levels of water competence in open water

• Developing and evaluating educational initiatives around assessing 

personal water competence



Thank you
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Adult eLearning video 1
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https://vimeo.com/540467839

