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PANI C
Dr Arthur J Bachrach (Cceans 2000, 1973)

For sone time A en Egstromand | have been wor ki ng (on a sonewhat negati ve aspect
of diving - the destructive problemof panic. M/ remarks today are, in effect,
a distillation of our work. About 120 sports) divers are killed each year in
the United States and, of them cave diving produces 25 - 30 deaths in Florida
alone. There are perhaps two million divers, so this would not appear to be
much of a statistic, but if you conpare this with the five deaths each year in
an equal I y popul ar hi gh-ri sk sport - skiing - youw || see why we wi sh t o exani ne
what is killing our divers.

The probl emof panic has three el enents: training, which needs to be i nproved
i n many ways; physical condition, which is beconing nore and nore a source of
concern for us; and finally, equipnent.

Most deat hs occur at shall ow depths or on the surface and are to be associ at ed
invery large measure with | oss of control - panic. Most of the divers pulled
out of the Californiawaters still have their wei ght-belts on, yet when you | ook
into the training progress it would seemto be autonatic that a person should
jettison his weight-belt tosave hislife. Certainly, they have enough air |eft
intheir tanks, but frequently the nout hpi ece has been spat out, inplyingthat
there has been a | oss of control on the part of the divers.

This is not only true for sports divers, it also applies to a nunber of deep
di vers. Commander Carpenter will certainly renenber concerns expressed by sone

of the divers on Sealab Il: about scorpion fish, |oss or failure of equipnent,
failure of CO; sensors. These are things that are beyond the control of the
di ver but, above all, his greatest concern nmust be a personal | oss of control

whi ch woul d nean that it was beyond the diver’s capability to handl e a probl em

Conpet ence and sel f-confidence seemto be the two things that are inportant in
controlling panic. Wen an individual, who is basically aland mamual wearing
strange equi pment, isintroubleinthewater, hew Il begintostruggle- claw ng
the water, with his head held back, struggling to keep out of the water. He
has spat out hi s nout hpi ece and still has his wei ght-belt on. The hard struggling
results in keeping the head hi gher but al so i ncreases the wei ghtload, and the
body responds by increasing the heart and respiration rates. Therefore, the
i ndividual rapidly reaches the state where he cannot possibly sustain this
excessi ve workl oad, and becones exhaust ed. It has been estimated that an
i ndi vi dual can sustainaworkloadlikethisfor |essthananmninute, and exhaustion
can bring an additional psychol ogi cal stress which will nmean he nmay or nmay not
be able to perform another nanoeuvre such as ditching the weight-belt or
inflating a flotation device.

W have a theory, which is unproven, that it may well be psychologically
ant agonistic for a diver, with his hands up and trying to keep his head out of
the water, to put his hands back into the water to rel ease his weight-belt or
to pop the CO; cartridge. It could be that in engineering equipnent, it would
be nore practical to have such a safety feature on the shoulder or closer to
t he head.

Foll owi ng work at the Royal Naval Physiol ogical Laboratories at Al verstoke,
Pet er Bennett and I, worki ng at Duke Uni versity, conducted further researchinto
t he subject of apprehension as experienced during deep dives. W prepared a
speci al analysis of atrenmor and wi th diver-operated force transducers neasured
t he psycho- physi ol ogi cal changes experienced by divers in a chanber at 870 ft.
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The results showed that the professional divers, who had been saturated for a
while and were resting and waiting to travel to 1000 ft, produced peaks at 3-
5 Hertz. The normal frequency at which this takes place being 10 Hertz, this
suggested a pathol ogical trenor which does not necessarily mean that the
i ndi vi dual has suffered any per manent brai n changes, but t hat he was experi enci ng
what we nay | oosely call ‘apprehension’.

As they began to conpress to 1000 ft, the trenor and their | evel of perfornmance
returnedtonormal, suggestingthat the divers’ stress had been experienced pri or
to travelling on conpression.

During an eval uation of the Mk XIl, whichis a systemthat the US Navy may adopt
toreplace the old Mk V copper diving hel met, we listened to a diver’'s heart beat
whi | e wor ki ng a UCLA pi pe puzzle invery clear, warmwater with athree-quarters
of a knot current. As the telenetry recorded back t hrough the 60 ft deep wat er,
G en Egstrom w th whom! was preparing the prelimnary data, remarked that the
di ver probably hadn't been in the water for a while. On checking with the
Di rector, we found that the di ver had not beenin the water for about six nonths.
What gave G en this suggestion was that we were peaki ng 184 beats at one point
where he was working the old Mark V on the pipe puzzle. The nornal noderate
wor kl oad woul d probably be about 140, and the marked increase in heartbeat
suggested that the diver was not in good physical condition, had not been in
the water for a while, and was not functioning effectively.

I f we study t his aspect of stress, knowingthat it i s nornmal both to professional
and sports divers, we would assune that training is reflected in conpetence.
Competence is al so a refl ection of physical condition, and if you have a diver
who is what we call inthe United States, FOB (fat, old and bal di ng) he shoul d
not be in the water, or at | east the dive instructor should be aware that there
are going to be problens.

W feel that swiming pool trainingis not sufficient for ocean divers and t hat
specialities such as cave diving al sorequire further training. Thereis a need
for internmediate kinds of training in between pools and oceans - perhaps in
control | ed coves or quarries, or sonme area where an i ndi vi dual can get into nore
open water than the controlled, safe aspects of the sw nm ng pool.

How automatically one performs a task is very relevant to the experience of
apprehension and panic. It isinportant that atask belearnt tothe point where
a diver no longer has to give it much thought, so that he is relaxed and not
continually concentrating on noving the equi pnent, or hinself, through the
wat er .

There is an i nportant aspect of training which | think relates very definitely
to the psychol ogi cal problens that we neet in sports divers, and that is the
aspect of condition. Any individual who thinks that he is going to conpete by
sayi ng that he has gone further on | ess air than another diver, is a dangerous
di ver; he should be conpeting with hinself in ternms of his own skills and
abilities, and not in terms of depth and air consunption. Wth regard to this
aspect of conpetition, one should be aware and cogni zant of the fact that one
of the main notivators of human nature and behaviour is the fear of |ooking
foolish, andit is inportant that dive instructors stop individuals fromtaking
chances, or fromgetting into situations in which they may get into trouble
because they don't dare not to go.

W have t al ked about transportation - the neans of getting downtothe particul ar
brand of diving in which we are interested, the equi pment, and certainly the
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soci al aspects of diving, all of which are inportant aspects of training and
the enjoynent of the task. Finally, let me turnto the task itself, whichis
one of the problens in sports training that has still not been resolved. W
have trai ned people to use equi pnent to get down to depths, but we have never
trained themreally systematically to do anything.

To hel p control apprehensi on and panic a di ver shoul d have a functi on, whet her
it be underwater archaeol ogy, shell collecting, observation, photography or
, What ever, sothat heis not just downtherelistening nervously tothe harnonics
of his regulator, but rather, absorbed in taking photos or in doing sonething
pur posef ul .

Her b Prosser believes that hyperventilating is one of the | east recogni sed but
nost i nportant causes of drowning. Certainly, the diver whois claw ngthe wat er
and trying to get fresh air instead of tank air may hyperventilate, whi ch causes
al | sorts of physi ol ogi cal changes i ncl udi ng, possi bly, passing out within very
short period of tine.

W al so feel that thereis sone evidence that hyperventil ati on and hypogl ycaeni a
have simlar types of physiological effects andit nmay well be that sone dietary
aspects of hyperventilation and control nmay be inportant, so that beer nmay not
be the best thing to have just before a dive.

Let me turn to one other aspect of what happens when an individual gets into
a panic situation. Under stress, an individual’s narrowi ng of perception is
qui t e marked, he begins to focus in an al nost tunnel fashion, |osing periphera
visionto avery narked extent. Not only is the visionnarrowed but his problem
solving capabilities are also narrowed. Picture a diver whose reserve val ve
had been acci dental | y pushed down whi | e he was wor ki ng anong rocks: he may start
to breathe alast hard breath and put hi s thunb on t he handl e of the pull rel ease.
Not hi ng happens because his reserve is already pulled: a non-coping response
occurs - he keeps pulling, with noresults, and begins to panic. Once you have
this stereo-typed response, any problemsolving becones al nost inpossible.
There was a case i n Tucson, Ari zona sone years ago of a wonman di ver who was dr owned
in 12 ft of water in a |lake on a golf course. Wen she was pull ed out she not
only had on her weight-belt, she was clutching a bag of golf balls. This is
non probl em sol vi ng behavi our and very hazardous, but it happens, and this is
one of the things we are puzzled by in psychol ogy.

We know a good deal about experienced and i nexperienced stress responses. Sone
years ago a coupl e of psychol ogi sts did sone work on sky divers and found t hat
t he experi enced sky di vers were frequent!|y appr ehensi ve about goi ng out and doi ng
a junp. The interesting thing about their research was that the apprehension
occurred usually on the nmorning of the junp and if they felt sufficiently
apprehensive they would call and cancel, whereas the novice woul d peak their
anxi ety just beforetheridetothejunpsite. So, therewas atenporal difference
i n the apprehensi on of the two types of divers. Again, there may be sone factor
about | ooking foolish and not wanting to cancel. | have a feeling that there
may be this parallel between sky and scuba divers: the gallows hunour that you
see on the way to a dive site may well be the kind of apprehension rel ease that
the novice divers require. Probably, the experienced scuba diver who didn't
feel too confortabl e about goi ng out, doesn’'t go whereas t he novice diver tries
to overcone it and peaks his anxiety just before he is about to dive. These
are things that adiveinstructor shoul d be aware of and do sonething to control:
to cure the need for fool hardy face-saving and to be thankful for sinuses and
col ds, because they always provide an excuse for getting out of a dive.
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Finally, | would like to nention what | think is going to happen with regard
to sports diving in the future, and |I’mgoing to say a coupl e of things which
| amsure are controversial. | knowthat there is an argunment about controll ed

energency ascent or free ascent: nany of us believethat thereis averycritical
need for training in these areas, and the US Navy and the Royal Navy are not
very positive about this. However, for many of usinterestedin sports training,
the controll ed energency ascent is a very inportant potential |ifesaver

Secondly, | foresee that therewill be less and | ess training in sharing (buddy
breat hi ng) and nore and nore devel opnment of equipnment simlar to, but nore
ef ficient than, the octopus rig. Buddy breathi ng not only causes concern about
t he buddy who is running out of breath and the return of one’s regul ator, but
is also an inefficient nethod with which to handle this enmergency situation

Diving is a fine sport. Wth proper physical conditioning, equipnent and

training the individual can expect nmuch excitement and pl easure in diving - but
let’'s be certain the excitenent is of the positive Kind.

* *x * % * * *x *
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NOTES TO CONTRI BUTORS (BUT NOT COURS!)

The Editor of the Federation of Australian Anarchists’ “Bulletin” has advised
pressure groups seeking space in his publication in the foll ow ng words: -

“Conrades - only articles which provide interest for the people
who type out thesearticlesw |l betypedonstencils. If youthink
your articles are boring and egotri pping then woul d you type t hem
on stencils and then forward themto the city that is currently
publishing the bulletin.”

This informati on was noted i n The Australian, 20th May 1975. Neither the Editor
of The Australian nor of this Newsletter are maki ng any coments.



