
                                               
 
 

Study reveals new Canadian ‘tweens’ at higher risk for drowning 

Lifesaving Society finds new Canadians aged 11-14 are five times more likely to 

be unable to swim  
 

Toronto, ON – June 28, 2016 – A new study commissioned by the Lifesaving Society, 
Canada’s leading organization responsible for drowning prevention, has found tweens 
(aged 11-14) who are new to Canada are five times more likely to be unable to swim 
than their Canadian born classmates. The study also found that despite this, 93% of new 
Canadian tweens say they participate in activities in, on or around water. 
 
The new study, “The Influence of Ethnicity on Tweens Swimming & Water Safety in 
Canada” was conducted to better understand the attitudes and behaviours of Canadian 
tweens around swimming and water safety, both new Canadians and those born in 
Canada. The study builds on important research commissioned by the Society in 2010, 
which found that new Canadian adults were four times more likely to be unable to swim 
than those than those born in Canada.  
 
Results suggest that water safety risk is higher for new Canadian tweens than those 
born in Canada; and even more so for tweens who have been here for less than five 
years, who are up to seven times more likely to be unable to swim than those born in 
Canada.  
 
“The results of the study confirmed observations from our 2010 research, that families 
coming to Canada, often have different knowledge or experiences around issues of 
water safety and the importance of learning to swim,” says Barbara Byers, Public 
Education Director for the Lifesaving Society. “We undertook this research to focus 
specifically on tweens, to gain insight into the best ways to communicate to them about 
water safety and to motivate them to learn to swim.”  
 
“This age group is important,” adds Byers. “Despite the desire for greater independence, 
parents and schools still have a level of influence on their daily activities. Tweens and 
teens who continue into young adulthood without learning to swim are moving into a very 
high risk category. The 2016 Canadian Drowning Report supports this. It indicates that 
20-24 year-olds had one of the highest drowning rates. Learning even basic survival 
swimming skills at this age will provide protection into adulthood.” 
 
Swimming is the most popular water-related activity among tweens despite nearly 
one in five new Canadian tweens reporting they are unable to swim 

 

 68% of new Canadian tweens identified swimming as an activity they participate 
in vs. 90% of tweens born in Canada; however, nearly one in five (17%) of new 
Canadian tweens report they are unable to swim vs. 3% of those born in Canada.  
 

 Another one in three (34%) say they can only swim a little vs. 10% of those born 
in Canada. 
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 Many new Canadian tweens who can swim aren’t confident about their abilities. 
One quarter of new Canadian tweens who say they can swim also say they 
would not be able to meet the Swim to Survive standard of  “jumping into deep 
water at a pool, supporting themselves on the surface for 1 minute and then 
swimming 2 lengths of a community pool”. 
 

 Many new Canadian tweens also worry they might drown or get injured while 
swimming (49% of new Canadians vs. 21% of those born in Canada). 
 

Learning to swim as part of the Canadian experience 
 
The research is timely as Canada welcomes increasing numbers of immigrants from 
countries around the world. Close to 30,000 Syrian refugees will be celebrating their first 
Canada Day on July 1. 1 In fact, Statistics Canada projects that the new Canadian 
population will continue to rise, reaching between 25% and 28% in 2031. That means at 
least one in four people living in Canada could be foreign born.2  
 
Many new Canadians come from countries where learning to swim and water safety are 
not part of their experience. When they come to Canada, a country with an abundance 
of fresh water and opportunity for water-based activities, they often want to embrace the 
quintessential experience of swimming. The research shows that the majority (73%) of 
new Canadian tweens who can swim, learned in Canada. 
 
“We want to encourage families who are new to Canada to make learning to swim a part 
of their Canadian experience,” says Byers. The research shows that there are some 
challenges for new Canadian tweens and their families to learn to swim – family, cultural 
and religious, as well as the time constraints and struggles of day-to-day life. The 
research also gives us valuable insights into how we can evolve and promote programs 
like Swim to Survive to help overcome some of these challenges.” 
 
Swimming to Survive 

The Lifesaving Society’s Swim to Survive program is a school-based program for Grade 
3 students, which teaches three basic skills in sequence: roll into deep water; tread 
water for one minute; and swim 50 metres. While not a replacement for standard 
swimming lessons, the program is an important first step to being safe around water, 
and could make the difference between life and death when immersion in water is 
sudden and unexpected.  

 
Swim to Survive+ which targets the tween demographic (Grade 7 students) is also 
offered in partnership with schools, and teaches the basic swimming skills needed to 
survive a fall into deep water and how to safely assist a friend. The program is offered 
during school time and allows students to participate wearing regular ‘street’ clothing.  
 

Both Swim to Survive and Swim to Survive+ were developed with support from founding 
sponsor the Stephanie Gaetz KEEPSAFE Foundation. Since 2005, funding from the 
Ontario Government - Ministry of Education has provided more than 755,000 Grade 3 
students with the opportunity to learn the Swim to Survive skills. Since 2013, more than 
40,000 Grade 7 students have participated in the Swim to Survive+ program. Swim to 
Survive+ is currently funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation and PPL Aquatic Fitness 
& Spa Group. 
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In response to community need, the Lifesaving Society has recently introduced Family 
Swim to Survive. This new program enables participants to learn the Swim to Survive 
skills together as a family. A number of municipalities in Ontario are offering the new 
program.  

 
The learnings from this research study, funded by the Ontario Trillium Foundation will 
help the Society to continue to improve programs and communications to help keep all 
Canadians water safe. 
 
About the Study 
 
The study “The Influence of Ethnicity on Tweens Swimming & Water Safety in Canada” 
was commissioned by the Lifesaving Society to better understand the attitudes and 
behaviours of Canadian tweens around swimming and water safety, including both new 
Canadians and those born in Canada. The study focused on a population of 
respondents born in Canada and respondents from the Chinese, South Asian, Southeast 
Asian, and Middle Eastern and Muslim communities who were not born in Canada.  
 
Research objectives included: 

 Measuring the extent of new Canadian and born-in-Canada tween participation in 
water-related recreational activities and understanding their swimming abilities 
and behaviours 

 Understanding the attitudes of new Canadian and born-in-Canada tweens toward 
swimming, water safety, independence and risk taking 

 Determining the key barriers to new Canadian and born-in-Canada tweens 
learning to swim and taking swimming lessons 

 Determining the key motivators to learn to swim, and what communications 
messages could increase all tweens’ interest in improving their water survival 
skills via Swim to Survive+ 

 
The data were collected between March 29th 2016 and April 18th 2016. The total sample 
was 657 Canadian residents between the ages of 11 and 14. Of the total respondents, 
297 were born in Canada and 360 were not born in Canada. They are referred to as 
‘new Canadian tweens’ throughout the news release. (Results of a probability study with 
a sample size of 297 are considered accurate within +/- 5.69 percentage points, 19 times 
out of 20.  Results of a probability study with a sample size of 360 are considered 
accurate within +/- 5.17 percentage points, 19 times out of 20). 
 
The study was conducted on behalf of the Lifesaving Society by Gadd Research and 
McCullough Associates. Gadd Research is a Toronto-based market research company 
established in 1989. They specialize in qualitative and quantitative market research with 
a focus on in-depth insight into consumer attitudes and behaviours. 

 
About the Swim to Survive programs 

Swim to Survive teaches Grade 3 children three basic skills in sequence: roll into deep 
water; tread water for one minute; and swim 50 metres (statistics show that most people 
who drown are less than 15 metres from shore or safety). Swim to Survive+ builds on 
the skills taught in Swim to Survive and is geared towards presenting real-life situations 
for children in Grade 7.  
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Participants learn to complete the skills with their clothes on and how to safely help a 
friend. Family Swim to Survive enables families to learn the Swim to Survive skills 
together. Those interested are encouraged to contact their local pool or visit 
www.lifesavingsociety.com for more information about Family Swim to Survive. 
 
About the Lifesaving Society 

The Lifesaving Society is a full-service provider of programs, products and services 
designed to prevent drowning. We save lives and prevent water-related injury through 
our training programs, Water Smart® public education, drowning prevention research, 
aquatic safety management and lifesaving sport. Each year, more than 1,000,000 
Canadians participate in the Society’s swimming, lifesaving, lifeguarding and leadership 
programs. For more information, please visit www.lifesavingsociety.com  
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To schedule an interview, or for more information, please contact:  
 

Nichola Rochon 
Praxis PR 
905-949-8255 ext. 227  
416-460-3159 (cell)  
nichola@praxispr.ca  
 

Riley McGilvray 
Praxis PR 
905-949-8255 ext. 251 
289-686-9177 
riley@praxispr.ca 

 

Karen Krugel 
Praxis PR 
905-949-8255 ext. 233  
416-559-9200 (cell)  
karen@praxispr.ca  
 

Barbara Byers  
The Lifesaving Society  
416-490-8844  
416-727-5636 (cell)  
barbarab@lifeguarding.com  
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