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ABSTRACT
Cold baths have been used in various cultures for centuries, with modern scientific 
interest growing over the past few decades. The aim of this phenomenological herme
neutic study was to explore the meaning of outdoor cold bathing of people who 
regularly engage in that practice. Nine people, seven women and two men aged 44 to 
70, who regularly cold bathed in Sweden participated in the study. They were inter
viewed during the winter-spring of 2025. Participants described cold bathing as 
a powerful coping mechanism during periods of stress and life transition, often begin
ning in midlife when facing personal or professional challenges. Cold bathing was 
described as a powerful practice that not only challenges the body but also uplifts the 
mind, often becoming a valued ritual for both physical recovery and emotional renewal. 
Being in nature was an important part of the holiness of the experience.
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Background

Initially cold bathing was associated with athletes, but today cold-water therapy extends to general wellness, 
recovery and mental health management [1]. Cold water immersion (CWI), including ice baths, cold baths, 
cold showers and outdoor swimming, has gained attention and popularity for its potential health benefits [2] 
by immersing the body in cold water, typically ranging between 10–15°C [3] or below 5°C [4]. While the 
optimal duration and temperature for maximal benefits are uncertain, short-term exposure and lower 
temperatures may be more advantageous [1].

CWI might reduce inflammation and stress, improve immunity, sleep quality and overall quality of life, 
making it a valuable tool for stress management and well-being [5]. CWI trigger physiological responses that 
promote recovery and reduce physical stress and have impact on various physiological and biochemical 
parameters, reducing body adipose tissue, insulin resistance and enhancing insulin sensitivity [6]. Another 
study suggests that CWI positively impacts cardiometabolic risk factors, stimulates brown adipose tissue and 
promotes energy expenditure, potentially reducing the risk of cardiometabolic diseases [4]. Exposure to 
cryostimulation and CWI induces changes in cardiovascular and cardiac autonomic control activities that 
enhanced parasympathetic nervous activity that led to reduced heart rate, which may explain the potential 
benefits of CWI [7].

The systematic review by Poppendieck et al. [8] found that CWI significantly decreases delayed onset 
muscle soreness after intense activity, allowing faster recovery, help manage acute injuries, reduces inflam
matory markers like cytokines and C-reactive protein. CWI might also improve mood and potentially 
reducing conditions like anxiety and depression [8]. However, in a review of 24 publications, published 
between 1953 and 2024, the effects of cold-water exposure in healthy nonathletes were inconclusive 
regarding the physiological, limited outcomes on the psychological and varied effects on muscular tem
perature, lactate concentration and fatigue perception [9]. While emerging studies point to promising 
applications, such as pre-exercise CWI to improve performance in hot environments, post-exercise 
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immersion to enhance recovery, and long-term CWI as an intervention for inflammation-related conditions 
or immune modulation – these outcomes require further rigorous investigation to establish efficacy, optimal 
protocols, and safety profiles.

Despite its potential health benefits, CWI presents also health risks, which are influenced by age, 
health, body composition, experience and immersion duration. CWI leads to a significant drop in 
core body temperature and may elicit a shivering response as part of the body’s effort to generate 
heat and maintain thermal homoeostasis [6]. Vasodilation and vasoconstriction are fundamental 
thermoregulatory mechanisms governed by the sympathetic nervous system, functioning to mod
ulate heat loss through peripheral blood flow [6]. As Tipton et al. [10] critically observed, scientific 
support for the potential harmful effects of CWI is more robust than that for its therapeutic or 
performance-enhancing benefits. Knechtle et al. [4] noted that ice swimming in water below 5°C 
positively impacts several systems but poses risks for the inexperienced. Prolonged exposure to cold 
water can lead to hypothermia and cold-induced vasospasm, worsening circulatory issues, especially 
in people with conditions like Raynaud’s disease (Krause et al., 2016). A graded acclimatisation 
program under supervision is recommended and careful consideration of immersion duration and 
temperature is essential. Individuals with pre-existing conditions should consult healthcare providers 
before engaging in CWI, as there is a need for more high-quality randomised controlled trials to 
understand long-term effects and optimal protocols [5].

In summary CWI is promising for recovery, reducing inflammation and improving well-being. At 
the same time, attention to safety guidelines and individual health conditions is necessary to avoid 
risks.

The biomedical perspective predominantly focuses on objective data such as physiological effects of CWI 
but objective data does not tell the meaning of outdoor cold bathing. Subjective data is essential, as it gives 
the background to why people do outdoor cold bathing and makes it possible to explore the experiences 
and meanings of outdoor cold baths. This study aimed to explore the meaning of outdoor cold bathing of 
people who regularly engage in this kind of activity and to collectively describe their experiences. We use the 
term cold bathing when presenting the findings.

Materials and methods

Study population

Nine participants were included in this study. The age of the participants ranged from 44 to 70 (md = 57) 
years; seven were female and two were male. All nine lived in Sweden, primarily in the North, but also on 
the west coast and in the middle part of Sweden. The participants all had post-secondary education, 
such as university and/or professional certifications. Two lived alone, two lived with their children, and 
five lived with a partner. They had started cold bathing 2–20 (md = 5) years ago, with a frequency 
ranging from several times a week to once a month. Immersion time in the water varied from about 
30 seconds to a few minutes, mostly depending on the temperature; colder temperature meant a shorter 
stay. Sometimes they put their heads under the water. Sometimes they came out of the water and then 
returned again.

Setting for outdoor cold baths

In this study, in a Swedish Context, cold bathing refers to the practice of immersing the body in natural bodies 
of water, such as oceans, lakes, and rivers. It is characterised by low water temperatures, typically below 
10–15°C. In Sweden, this practice occurs throughout all four seasons, including winter months when water 
temperatures can approach or fall below 0°C, often requiring access through ice holes. Seasonal variation plays 
a central role: during summer months, water temperatures may be relatively mild, and therefore sometimes not 
defined as cold bathing, while in winter, bathers are exposed to extreme cold conditions. In the Swedish 
culture, cold bathing is often paired with sauna use in contrast therapy, leveraging cycles of heat and cold. In 
this study, tree of the participants used to combine cold bathing with sauna.

2 Å. ENGSTRÖM ET AL.



Ethics and consent

The ethical committee in Sweden approved the study (nr 2025–00645–01). All participants verified 
their participation by filling in and returning written consent forms. Prior to the interviews, all 
participants received verbal and written information about the nature of the study. They were 
reminded that their involvement was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at 
any time without explanation. As each interview began, the first author (ÅE) checked that the 
participant understood the aim of the study. All contributors were guaranteed confidentiality and 
an anonymous presentation of the findings.

Data collection

People in Sweden who had experienced cold bathing were informed of the study through a Facebook 
group about cold baths in northern Sweden. Those who were interested in participating were invited 
by mail to take part in the study, and three indicated interests in the research. Subsequently, we 
recruited participants through snowball sampling, and a total of nine agreed to participate, sending 
a written signed consent. The participants were all interviewed by the first author (ÅE) during 
February-April 2025. They were asked about the meaning and their experiences of cold bathing. 
Follow-up questions were asked, such as: “What happened then?” “How did you feel?” and “Can you 
give an example?” The interviews lasted between 35–55 minutes; they were audiotaped and transcribed 
verbatim.

Data analysis

Phenomenological hermeneutic interpretation
Drawing from phenomenological hermeneutics, the interview transcripts were analysed and inter
preted according to a dialectical process that prioritised understanding and explanation [11]. 
According to Ricoeur [11], the relationship between phenomenology and hermeneutic philosophy 
can be assessed to discover the meaning of lived experiences. The interpretation of the transcripts 
involved three stepwise phases: the formation of a naïve understanding, structural analysis and the 
formation of a comprehensive understanding [12]. In the first step, the transcripts were read and 
reread several times to grasp the overall meaning of the related experiences and, in turn, form 
a naïve understanding of those experiences.

Second, during structural analysis, the transcripts were de-contextualised [12], which involved 
dividing the transcribed text into units of meaning, later organised into subthemes and, in turn, 
a primary theme. The subthemes and theme were deliberated on to validate or invalidate the naïve 
understanding, under the assumption that the trustworthiness of structural analysis depends on the 
coherence of the parts and the whole. Throughout the analysis, the focus continually alternated 
between the individual transcripts, the transcripts and the interpretation of them. The interpretation 
presented here is the one we found to be the most credible understanding of the text. According to 
Ricour (1976, p.76), “An interpretation must not only be probable, but more probable than another 
interpretation”. We were aware of our preunderstanding and tried to be as open as possible to the 
text by continually and critically reflecting on the interpretation. One of the researchers had previous 
experience of cold bathing, while the other two gained experience during the latter part of manuscript 
writing. We have long and extensive involvement as researchers and as registered nurses and one as 
a physician. Third, to form a comprehensive understanding, the naïve understanding and structural 
analysis results were integrated to afford an in-depth interpretation. The comprehensive understanding 
of the related experiences took shape with reference to the authors’ preconceptions, the aim of the 
study and the existing literature on the topic. We use the term cold bathing when presenting the 
findings.
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Findings

Naïve understanding

A common thread in the participant narratives describes moments when life feels overwhelming, with a heavy 
weight of stress or a quiet disconnect that cannot be quite shaken. In the cold embrace of the water, something 
else was found: a challenge that demanded every ounce of focus, a brush with danger that silenced the noise 
within. In that stillness, the mind could rest. When it emerged, it carried with it renewed strength the quiet pride 
of having faced the cold and finding the will. Cold bathing seems to bring a feeling of well-being, strengthening 
the sense of accomplishment, creating a deeper connection to nature and offering a meaningful social 
experience.

Structural analysis

The structural analysis resulted in one overall theme with five sub-themes (Table 1).

A midlife shift toward the cold

The participants described that they had started cold bathing when they were about 40 years old or older and 
that it might have been connected to some stressful event within themselves, their family life, and/or their 
work. They had heard that cold bathing could help against stress, and they described that after starting the 
practice, they would long for a bath, especially when they felt mentally tired and stressed. They also expressed 
the wish to try something new in life that could provide well-being, but that also felt a bit exciting and 
challenging. It came at the age of midlife: “Suddenly you start doing things you never thought you would . . . ” This 
period was characterised by engaging in activities previously deemed unlikely or unconventional. Some had 
started cold bathing during the COVID-19 pandemic because of not being able to be inside together with 
others.

Living alone felt empty, and I hadn’t done that for a very long time. I felt trapped between four walls, having 
previously lived in a townhouse and a villa. It was tough, but getting out and doing something outside was 
liberating. It [cold bath] brought a sense of freedom to my body. (Male, 69 years)

I believe there’s something valuable in being able to cope with challenging situations, like immersing yourself in 
cold water. You go down, come back up and feel mentally stronger. (Female, 48 years)

It is something greater than just the physical act of bathing; it is a holistic view of oneself as a human being. It gives 
me confidence. I have a body that can handle doing this, me and my body together. (Female, 59 years)

Emotional cleansing and receiving strength

Participants described cold bathing as a deeply multifaceted experience, encompassing both physi
cal and emotional dimensions. The initial immersion often triggered what the participants perceived 
as a powerful adrenaline rush and a fleeting sense of invincibility, particularly during early encoun
ters with the practice. While this intensity was noted to diminish slightly over time, the pursuit of 
vitality remained a central motivation. As participants settled into the water, they reported a calming 
effect, facilitated by a conscious focus on breathing and bodily awareness. This transition from 
physical shock to mental stillness was frequently described as meditative, offering a moment of 
clarity and emotional release. The act of surrendering to the cold was seen to “wash away” stress 

Table 1. Overview of the findings presented as theme (n = 1) and sub-themes (n = 5).
Theme Subthemes

‘We do it because it makes us feel good’. A midlife shift toward the cold 
Emotional cleansing and receiving strength 
Connecting to nature 
Having someone near or being in solitude 
Having a kind of ritual
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and restore inner balance. This emotional cleansing was closely tied to a sense of accomplishment 
and inner strength. The act of enduring the cold, especially in harsh conditions, was described as 
a mental and physical challenge that left participants feeling empowered and energised. The 
contrast between the cold water and the subsequent feeling of internal warmth was frequently 
highlighted as a source of long-lasting vitality.

It becomes like a form of meditation when I kind of decide that now I’m going to lower my body into this cold 
water. I can’t start hyperventilating; I must be calm. (Female, 44 years)

. . . Then when the next week starts, I’m already thinking, “Wednesday, that’s when it happens again”, and I really 
look forward to it. Yes, I do. And the effect is strongest when it’s below freezing in the air. (Female, 70 years)

Participants associated cold bathing with enhanced health and resilience, noting fewer instances of 
illness and a perceived strengthening of the immune system. Some referenced physiological mechan
isms such as the activation of brown fat and mitochondrial benefits, which they believed contributed 
to health-promoting effects of cold exposure. Described benefits of cold baths included increased 
energy, improved sleep, reduced muscle soreness and improved circulation. One woman noted 
reduced menopause-related symptoms, particularly fewer hot flashes. While some participants 
acknowledged the growing interest in the medical and health benefits of cold exposure, they empha
sised that the primary motivation was the positive emotional and physical sensation cold bathing 
provided.

I become relaxed in the body and, if you are mentally tired, you become clearer in your thoughts, perk up. Then 
I discovered quite quickly that you get less muscle soreness. (Female, 56 years)

For those of us who regularly take cold baths, the medical benefits are not the focus. We do it because it makes us 
feel good. (Male, 62 years)

Connecting to nature

Nature plays a significant role in the participants’ experiences. Cold bathing occurs in natural settings, 
such as the ocean, sea or river, where the environment itself provides an added sense of calm and 
presence. The connection to nature emerged strongly, underscoring the holistic nature of the cold 
bathing experience. Immersion in natural water environments appears to enhance feelings of freedom, 
grounding and well-being. Participants describe nature as a space to disconnect from life’s pressures 
and reconnect with oneself. The sensory experiences, smelling the cold water, hearing the wind and 
birds and feeling the elements, collectively contribute to their sense of rejuvenation. Nature was the 
reason participants wanted to bathe there. When the sun was shining, and there was a stillness and 
beautiful environment, it gave the cold bath an extra dimension, and this was an important part of the 
holiness of the experience. It was also pleasant to bathe in, for instance, fog or some darkness. Windy 
conditions affected the duration of their stay in the water, with participants preferring to bathe 
without cold winds. Nature was important in their lives, as it helped them relax and feel calm. 
Participants mentioned that they had tried cold bathing in, for instance, swimming pools or spas, 
but did not receive the same feeling as these venues lacked nature in the environment.

I came home late after work, and I felt when I got home that I had to at least go for a walk in the woods. And so 
I did, and then when I was on my way back, the river was so nice and I was quite tired and felt no, I must swim. So, 
I went in and changed clothes. (Female, 48 years)

. . . like being surrounded by nature when you’re in the water. . .it doesn’t really matter what the weather is like. 
(Male 62 years)

Having someone near or being in solitude

Participants described the social connection that comes with the cold bathing. The shared experi
ence of preparing for the cold bathing, exchanging moments of conversation and post-bath relaxa
tion with coffee in the company of friends, emphasised the importance of community in the 
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practice. They usually did not go alone and preferred to have friends accompany them, which 
enhanced the social bonding aspect and provided a safety measure. A few participants used to bath 
alone because bathing with others disturbed their meditative state, or they did not have anyone 
who could join them.

The whole planning for and the experience [of being] together with friends in a social context and above all, the 
nature experience and the social I would say [are] first and foremost. So, we have a lot of drive, both me and my 
friend, because it means maybe different things to us, but we really both want to do it together to feel good as 
well. (Female 46 years)

. . .prefer to do cold bathing alone. I’d rather not have anyone talking to me. (Female, 56 years)

Having a kind of ritual

What began as curiosity turned into a habit and a passion for the participants. The practice of cold 
bathing was integrated into their routines and shaped by their busy lives. They made time for it 
regularly, whether weekly or monthly, indicating its high priority in their self-care routines, and it was 
described as a drug that made them feel good, providing energy and anticipation for the next time. 
Participants suggested that the ritual of preparing for, participating in and unwinding from the cold bath 
was more than just the physical act itself; it contributed to a holistic sense of health and balance. They 
preferred to be warm inside their bodies before bathing, often warming up by jogging, skiing or walking 
briskly to the bath. Some used saunas in connection with the cold bath. After the bath, they dried off, 
put on their clothes, drank something warm like tea and found it peaceful to stay outside for a while if 
the weather was good. Participants preferred not to be in a hurry when cold bathing, neither before nor 
after the bath. When the water was very cold, close to null degrees Celsius, about three minutes was the 
maximum time to stay.

I warm up quickly . . . make sure to have something to stand on and arrange my towel and other items for easy 
access. I wear a hat, shorts, bathing shoes and gloves. I go into the water for about three minutes . . . I dry off . . . 
step onto a dry wool surface. I put on clothes . . . I have my thermos ready. . .. Then I stand, drink my tea and look 
out over the river, feeling amazing and appreciating the beauty . . . I usually stand there for at least five to ten 
minutes. (Female, 60 years)

. . . and make it a ritual when I take the torch down into the water if it’s dark and then bathe with a torch because 
it’s a nice thing to give yourself in some way. (Female 57 years)

Discussion and comprehensive understanding

The aim of this study was to explore the experience of people who regularly participate in cold bathing. 
Participants emphasised that the most important aspect was the positive feeling of well-being they 
experienced while cold bathing. Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy highlights how cold bathing is not just 
a physical activity but a deeply embodied experience that shapes participants’ perceptions, emotions and 
well-being [13]. Cold bathing was described as a multifaceted experience, starting with an exhilarating 
adrenaline rush and a sense of invincibility. As participants continued, it evolved into a soothing practice that 
enhanced mental clarity and alleviated stress through mindful breathing and a deep connection with the 
water. This process of becoming attuned to one’s body and environment aligns with Merleau-Ponty’s idea of 
the body as a site of perception and interaction with the world [13]. Our findings are in line with Østergaard 
et al. [14] where participants described a sense of calm, almost like meditation, once they controlled their 
breathing and became accustomed to the ice-cold water. This meditative aspect highlights Merleau-Ponty’s 
view [13] of the body as central to our experience of the world and our ability to find meaning and clarity.

Participants depicted cold bathing as “washing away” stress, leaving them grounded and centred. The 
mental challenge and meditative state helped them clear their minds and manage daily stresses. Cold 
bathing was described as a trigger for a mental break, allowing people to be more present in the moment 
[14]. It has also been suggested in previous research that it can act as a potential treatment for mental well- 
being [1,5]. According to Eriksson [15] the lived body comprises body, soul and spirit, and she suggests that 
any change in one dimension affects the whole person. When participants immerse themself in a cold bath, 
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the physical sensation of cold water impacts their body, which in turn influences their mental and spiritual 
state [15]. This holistic view implies that the shock of cold water might not only invigorate participants’ 
bodies but also refresh their mind and spirit, enhancing their overall sense of being and access to the world.

The mental challenge of cold bathing strengthens participants from inside, helping them build mental 
strength, resilience and significantly influences their feelings of well-being. Engaging in cold water activities 
has been linked to higher levels of resilience, self-efficacy and mental toughness [16]. One hypothesis 
proposed by Shevchuk [17], was that a lifestyle without certain physiological stressors, such as brief changes 
in body temperature, may result in suboptimal brain function. Conversely, the stress introduced by cold 
water exposure may enhance the synaptic release of noradrenaline, which could positively influence mental 
health and brain development [17]. According to Merleau-Ponty bodily experiences are not just physical but 
deeply intertwined with our mental and emotional states [13].

The participants’ descriptions of cold bathing highlight a deep sensory engagement with nature and, 
likewise, the nature experience motivated participants to bathe. Nature plays a crucial role in human life, and 
it is well-documented that being in or having a close connection to nature positively influences people’s 
well-being [18–22]. Being present in cold water claims to involve more immersion in nature as you are 
surrounded by and within water with complete connectedness of being within nature [23]. The natural 
environment provides a context where participants can experience a sense of calm and presence, which is 
central to Merleau-Ponty’s philosophy of being-in-the-world [13]. It also aligns with Buber [24,25], who 
suggests that nature can be encountered in a genuine, reciprocal relationship, where individuals feel 
a profound connection and presence. The sensory experiences in nature, such as smelling the cold water 
and hearing the wind and birds, contribute to a holistic and rejuvenating experience, reflecting an “I-Thou” 
relationship with the natural world [24–26]. The beneficial physiological effects of the nature environment 
showed that forest bathing is defined as visiting natural areas in a relaxed way decrease the adrenaline-levels 
in the human body and reduces stress [27] and improvement in symptoms of depression and anxiety [28]. 
Abraham [29] posited that humans coexist with entities beyond our species, coining the term “more-than- 
human-world” to describe this interconnectedness. This concept has shaped our understanding of the 
dynamic relationships between humans, plants, animals and the natural environment. Participants portrayed 
nature as a space to disconnect from life’s pressures and reconnect with oneself. The participants in 
Østergaard et al’.s [14] study described the experiences of the surrounding nature related to the cold bath 
in similar ways, indicating that nature provided them with “inner peace” and gave them mental “nourish
ment and new energy”.

In this study cold bathing was often a social activity where people gathered and conversed. The social 
aspects, such as sharing experience with friends and the sense of community, can be linked to Merleau- 
Ponty’s view of intersubjectivity [13]. He suggested that our understanding of the world is shaped by our 
interactions with others. The shared rituals and social bonding described by the participants enhance their 
experience and contribute to their overall well-being, reflecting the interconnectedness of self and others 
[13]. These genuine, meaningful interactions enhance people’s well-being and create a sense of belonging 
and mutual support. Involuntary loneliness and isolation are problems that can occur in older people [30] 
due to several risk factors, such as the loss of a partner, reduced social network, reduced functional capacity 
and mental illness [31]. However, involuntary loneliness and isolation can occur in people of any age and 
further research is needed to investigate the potential of cold baths to reduce involuntary loneliness and 
isolation in people of all ages. Participants described cold bathing as a holistic experience that combines 
physical, mental and emotional elements. The integration of cold bathing into self-care routines underscores 
the interconnectedness of body and mind in achieving a sense of health and balance [13].

Study limitations

This study has limitations. For instance, only nine participants were interviewed. However, the sample size is 
considered sufficient, as the interviews were long, informative and contained data with depth and richness, 
which is seen as a strength. According to Sandelowski [32,33], a sample size should be large enough to give 
variations in the narrated experiences but small enough to permit a deep analysis of the data. We were aware 
of our pre-understanding, and through our own experience of cold bath we could somewhat validate our 
findings. All participants were middle-aged, or elderly and it would be of interest to do a similar study with 
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young participants. While this may be seen as a limitation it can also be regarded as a strength as our 
subjects had something in common- a desire to try something new, demanding and to succeed in doing it. In 
addition, all our subjects mentioned that cold bathing relieved the stress that they experienced in their lives.

Conclusion

This study is one of the first studies about middle-aged and elderly people`s subjective experiences about 
outdoor cold bathing in Sweden. It suggests that the meaning of cold bathing is closely tied to an enhanced 
bodily awareness, wherein the intense sensory input compels cold bathers to focus acutely on their physical 
state and breathing. Cold bathing was experienced as a ritual that supports both physical recovery and 
emotional renewal. Cold bathing was also described as a coping mechanism during periods of heightened 
stress or life transitions, often initiated in midlife when people encounter personal or professional challenges. 
Outdoor cold bathing was described as a moment of profound presence in nature, where mental distractions 
recede and a sense of calm and clarity emerges. Shared cold bathing experiences were seen to strengthen 
interpersonal bonds and create a sense of community. In the frigidity, cold bathers reported discovering 
a deeper warmth within themselves.
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