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Abstract 1 

This film is presented in the form of a docudrama, making use of video diaries and other 2 

elements of film production to capture the six month journey of a former elite swimmer who 3 

re-immersed herself into the elite swimming culture as a 40-year-old woman. Over a six 4 

month period, the former swimmer subjected herself to the same training schedule and 5 

coaching practices that current Australian elite swimmers are required to undertake, capturing 6 

video diaries of her experiences during this time. Her re-immersion in this culture was a 7 

conscious decision, undertaken in order for her to identify whether body practices that she 8 

was subjected to 16 years earlier were still occurring in the present day. Previous research on 9 

elite swimming culture has revealed how body practices which centre on attaining the ideal 10 

body for competitive performance cause detrimental effects for swimmers in both the short 11 

and also long term. This research provides a first-hand athlete perspective of elite swimming 12 

culture in the present day and whether these detrimental ways of approaching the swimmer 13 

body for the sake of competitive performance are still occurring. Two parts make up this 14 

research. A written section provides a brief overview of body practices in swimming 15 

literature and then a case is made for why film, specifically docudrama was the most 16 

appropriate method for presenting this research. This is then followed by the 20 minute film. 17 

An evocative stance is adopted throughout the docudrama where the audience is invited to 18 

draw their own conclusions from the lived experiences presented and whether or not 19 

detrimental body practices are still occurring in this culture in the present day.  20 

 21 

 22 

 23 
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Previous research on elite swimming has revealed how body practices centring on attaining 1 

the ideal swimmer body (i.e. fatless and worked) have come to ‘operate’ in the culture and in 2 

turn are normalised by cultural insiders [e.g. coaches, athletes, sporting parents] (McMahon 3 

& McGannon, 2016; McMahon, Penney & Dinan-Thompson, 2012, McMahon & Penny, 4 

2013; Lang, 2010; Jones, Glintmeyer & McKenzie, 2005).  Practices which include the 5 

monitoring and judgement of swimmers’ bodies (i.e. conversations with swimmers about 6 

their body shape; training output) and measurement (i.e. weigh-ins or weight centric 7 

practices) exemplify acts which set standards for corporeal perfection (Rich & Evans, 2007). 8 

This previous research found how body practices were implemented by coaches, 9 

physiologists and team managers and in turn presented the swimmers with a series of 10 

problems in relation to their bodies (i.e. attaining the unachievable). While these problems 11 

(e.g. achieving a fatless swimmer body shape) centred on what a successful swimmer body 12 

should look like, the meanings were found to extend much further and included personal 13 

credibility, security as athletes, to sense of self and personal well-being (McMahon & 14 

Penney, 2013).  15 

In another study (McMahon et al., 2012), the effect of these body practices in elite 16 

swimming were explored. Specifically, it was found that swimmers who were introduced 17 

and/ or subjected to body practices (i.e. weigh-ins, bulimia) by coaches, team managers 18 

and/or other swimmers as adolescents continued to engage with these toxic practices (10-30 19 

years after they had left the sport, thus revealing the sustained lived effects on their lives and 20 

their health and well-being. This finding also highlighted how body practices and the 21 

attaining of the ideal and fatless body shape can teach swimmers how to view and experience 22 

their swimmer bodies in particular ways (Jones et al., 2005) and the sustained effect of this. 23 

As such, it is impossible to ignore the interplay between the body, power and knowledge and 24 
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the effects that culture (i.e. elite swimming) has on the body and selves both in the short-term 1 

and long-term.  2 

The ‘slim to win’ ideology (McMahon & Dinan-Thompson, 2008) in elite swimming 3 

culture, where there is an emphasis placed upon leanness reflects the dominance of particular 4 

social ideas (i.e. fatless body shape achieves competitive performance) and the power 5 

hierarchies that sustain this dominance associated with it. Yet surprisingly, swimming is a 6 

sport where there is no proven benefit (from a performance perspective) in seeking extreme 7 

thinness (Pyne, 2007; Maglischo, 1993). Therefore, the extent to which attention should focus 8 

on a swimmer’s weight, body shape and/or body fat measurements is clearly a contestable 9 

issue. 10 

It is no surprise that a number of researchers in sport (Muscat & Long, 2008; 11 

Papathomas & Lavallee, 2014; Busanich et al., 2014; McGannon, 2012) as well as socio-12 

cultural researchers (Evans, Rich & Holroyd., 2004; Rich & Evans, 2007; McMahon et al., 13 

2012; Russell et al., 2013) have made calls for researchers to disrupt body classification and 14 

fat oppression by deconstructing sporting sites that continue to classify bodies, privileging 15 

those that are deemed ‘fit’, ‘fatless’ and ‘able’ over those who do not meet such ideals 16 

(McMahon, Franklin & McGannon, 2016). Given that the a vast majority of this previous 17 

work on elite swimming culture was based on the lived experiences of Author 1 and also 18 

*Anne [pseudonym] (see Jones et al. 2005) nearly 17 years ago, the impetus of this current 19 

research was to investigate whether detrimental body practices remain embedded in the elite 20 

swimming culture in the present day. Therefore, we hope to identify whether elite swimming 21 

culture continues to be a site that classifies and privileges bodies that are fatless over those 22 

that are not.  23 

Given that elite swimming culture is virtually impenetrable to outsiders, Author 1 as a 24 

former elite swimmer with an extreme level of fitness had a unique opportunity to 25 
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(re)penetrate this culture. In so doing, her re-immersion in this culture over a six month 1 

period provided the opportunity for a firsthand athlete perspective where she would subject 2 

herself to the same training schedule and coaching practices that current elite swimmers are 3 

required to undertake. Immersion into a specific cultural setting for the purpose of 4 

ethnographic research is not a new notion by any means (i.e. Sparkes, 2015; Atkinson, 2012). 5 

However, by Author 1 physically being ‘in’ the actual culture again, it will allow the Authors 6 

and indeed the audience to better identify what is happening in this culture in the present day. 7 

We believe this will offer a powerful insight from an athlete perspective into the elite 8 

swimming culture, an insight that cannot be replicated from the sidelines, from a coach or 9 

parent perspective or from an armchair expert (Smith, 2016). 10 

The written section that follows is not designed to stand alone as a traditional 11 

academic research paper, but rather, it provides an insight into why docudrama was the most 12 

appropriate method to present this research. Further, some background information (i.e. 13 

ethical considerations) is also presented in regard to the research that were not included in the 14 

film itself. This information is provided to contextualise and highlight the various research 15 

considerations that were addressed by the Authors before the docudrama itself was produced.  16 

Why docudrama film? 17 

Recently, Phoenix and Rich (2016) identified the need for sport and exercise 18 

researchers to consider expanding their ways of collecting and presenting qualitative 19 

research, offering alternative ways to/and in addition to traditional ‘text based’ research. 20 

There are a number of reasons why Phoenix and Rich (2016) identified the need for 21 

qualitative researchers to do this. First, by diversifying the ways that research is conducted, 22 

collected and presented, it inherently offers new ways to explore affect and embodied issues 23 

in sport and exercise (Phoenix & Rich, 2016). Second, when researchers employ more 24 

diverse approaches, it enables those who participate in the research (i.e. participants) to have 25 
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the opportunity to ‘speak’ or ‘express’ meaningfully about their body experiences in an 1 

alternate or preferred way (Azzarito, 2010) to the traditional text based representation.  2 

Collecting and presenting research in broader ways also has benefits for the audience 3 

(McMahon, MacDonald & Owton, 2017). For instance, Enright and O’Sullivan (2012) 4 

explained that when knowledge and experience is presented differently, it has the potential to 5 

reach more diverse audiences (i.e. academic; diverse general population; participants). 6 

Similarly, Owton and Allen-Collinson (2016) reveal that when the audience has the 7 

opportunity to engage in alternate forms of research, particular kinds of emotional and 8 

visceral responses can occur where they have the opportunity to resonate in different and 9 

powerful ways. Despite these valid and powerful reasons for adopting alternate ways to 10 

conducting and presenting qualitative research, Day (2016) explains how there still remains 11 

some reluctance from researchers to abandon the written word. One possible reason for this 12 

could be the lack of opportunities from scholarly publication outlets to publish alternate 13 

modes of representation (i.e. film). Another possible reason could be what counts as scholarly 14 

‘output.’ As Owton and Allen-Collinson (2016) explained, given the ever-changing landscape 15 

of a neoliberal university culture, some alternative representations, such as docudrama film 16 

which we will introduce below might not measure up to other ‘science’ based research 17 

publications.  18 

In this afore mentioned research investigating body practices and elite swimming 19 

culture, the written word was the only method used to present the lived experiences of the 20 

swimmer/s. Therefore, the Authors were committed to offering a different way of knowing 21 

and experience into the elite swimming culture. In so doing, they drew on the advice of 22 

Atkinson (2016) who has conducted extensive ethnographic investigations and explained how 23 

film-making is a powerful medium by which engagement with sport and physical culture may 24 

be produced. Film is powerful because it offers a more visual and embodied way to capture 25 
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the experience of sport, exercise and culture in turn providing the opportunity to display 1 

aspects of the human condition (i.e. pain and suffering) (Atkinson, 2016). Blodgett et al., 2 

(2013) also explains how film offers viewers the opportunity to understand lived experience 3 

and render the social world in visual terms. In this respect, having the opportunity to see a 4 

story via film provides the opportunity for others to experience “connection, empathy, 5 

solidarity and emancipatory moments which provides powerful insights into the lived 6 

experiences of others” (Sparkes, 2002, p. 221). For Kluge, Grant, Friend and Glick (2010), 7 

their experiences of film highlighted Atkinson (2016), Blodgett (2013) and Sparkes’ (2002) 8 

points; in that film allowed them to capture the first sporting experience of a 65 year old 9 

woman and in so doing provided a unique and alternative way to represent and tell of a 10 

person’s first physical activity endeavour. They further explained how film was beneficial to 11 

examine and enrich what is visible about culture and social life (Kluge et al., 2010). 12 

As this research centres on Author 1’s re-immersion in elite swimming culture over a 13 

six month period, with the potential to capture numerous video diaries and other elements of 14 

the culture through film over this period, the Authors sought to find a way to present Author 15 

1’s journey as one compilation rather than using a number of segregated and separate entries. 16 

This is because the Authors felt multiple and segregated visual representations/vignettes may 17 

provide a disjointed story and lack flow. In so doing, we felt that docudrama would be the 18 

best way to achieve this. While there has been a number of broad and varying definitions for 19 

docudrama (i.e. Bernard, 2016; American Film Society, 2016) over the past century, the 20 

Museum of Broadcast Communications (n.d) offers a clear description of docudrama 21 

explaining it to be a fact-based film representation that is presented as a story to portray real 22 

events. They further state that in many cases, a docudrama is produced in either the manner 23 

of realist theatre or film and therefore is portrayed by actors (Museum of Broadcast 24 

Communications, n.d). However, the Authors felt given that this research was based on 25 
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Author 1’s story of elite swimming culture over a six month period, rather than using actors 1 

as explained by the Museum Broadcast of Communications (n.d), we would adapt their 2 

approach to enable Author 1 to be the main actor, narrator and producer of her experience. 3 

This in turn would empower her in and through the process. As this docudrama will be 4 

presented in the form of a monologue based biographic telling where the visual is added 5 

Author 1’s experiences, our approach to docudrama resonates with Lipkin (2002) and 6 

Bernard (2016) who explain that docudramas rely heavily on the narrative genre however this 7 

occurs in the visual sense so a particular view of the world is presented.   8 

While our motivations for employing docudrama were theoretical and 9 

methodological, there were also other considerations. Like other qualitative researchers who 10 

have highlighted the value of visual methodologies (Kluge et al., 2010; Phoenix, 2010; Rose 11 

2007; Shrum, Duque & Brown, 2005; Wagner, 2006), we felt that docudrama provides the 12 

audience with the opportunity to share in McMahon’s personal experiences through her video 13 

diaries, recorded at the time or soon after they actually occurred. In this respect, the audience 14 

is able to experience McMahon’s expression, voice pitch and emotion which is something 15 

that cannot be seen and heard or easily related in text based research. Belk and Kozinets 16 

(2005) explain how docudramas provide “an experiential dimension in which the viewer 17 

vicariously learns what it [the phenomenon being studied] is like for the participant” (p. 138). 18 

In terms of the accompanying docudrama, we provide the opportunity for the audience to 19 

hear and feel the lived experiences McMahon’s was subjected to in elite swimming culture in 20 

the present day. In this respect, McMahon’s emotions and tensions can be seen as she relays 21 

her experiences and explains her perceptions of the body practices that she was subjected to 22 

as a 40 year old woman. This important element is something that cannot be replicated 23 

through text based research.  24 

As outlined earlier, McMahon [Author 1] will be the lead actor/narrator in this 25 
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production. Between the ages of 15-18, McMahon achieved international success in the sport, 1 

with the highlight being a Commonwealth Games gold and silver medal. She represented 2 

Australia six times and was ranked in the top 15 in the world for her event for five 3 

consecutive years. Within the elite swimming culture, McMahon was subjected to body 4 

practices that have affected her both in the short term (i.e. body dissatisfaction) and also in 5 

the long term after she had left the sport (i.e. disordered eating, unhealthy relationship with 6 

her body). Below, we draw on the voice of McMahon to reveal a bodily encounter that she 7 

was subjected to as a 16 year old member of the Australian swimming team. McMahon’s 8 

voice is a recollection of this event when she was as an Australian elite swimmer.   9 

World Swimming Championships 10 

Three girls are in front of me. We are lining up in front of lane four, in the middle of 11 

the concourse. Two of the Australian team managers are standing in front of us with scales 12 

systematically weighing us. They are carrying clipboards. We are all standing there in our 13 

swimwear, so exposed in front of all the other countries competing.  I notice a lot of the 14 

competitors are looking at us. I pull the seam of my togs so my bum is fully covered. It is an 15 

automatic reaction. As my turn approaches, my heart starts to beat faster. Panic overcomes 16 

me because for the last two days in a row, my weight has increased by 0.15 of a kilogram. My 17 

thoughts direct to whether I can get out of this somehow? So, instead of getting my weight 18 

recorded, I inconspicuously jump into the pool and start training. Hopefully the managers 19 

will forget to weigh me. As I pull myself out of the pool after the session, one of the managers 20 

carrying a clipboard is standing directly above me. Without saying a word, he points to my 21 

name on his clipboard. I see two weights recorded next to my name, 72.5kg and 72.65kg, 22 

however everybody else has three weights recorded next to their names. I also notice that I 23 

am one of the heavier female swimmers. There is a long silence before the manager finally 24 

says,  25 
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Manager: “Jen, after you get changed you need to weigh in.”  1 

There is a silence between us. I cannot find the words to reply. I try to calm myself in 2 

the showers but my thoughts are totally consumed with having to weigh in. 3 

Go to the toilet Jen. That could help.  4 

As I walk outside of the change rooms, the managers are waiting for me carrying with 5 

the scales. My feet step carefully onto them, my body is motionless, careful not to bump them 6 

and cause a slight increase. Like a statue, I stand there, still and motionless, devoid of life 7 

before I look down and see my weight. My weight is nearly 73 kilograms, another increase. 8 

The two managers look at each other but do not say anything to me. The bus is waiting to 9 

take us back to our accommodation. As I am about to board the bus, the two managers stop 10 

me. The larger of the two starts speaking and says:  11 

Manager: “Jen, we are concerned with your weight increases. You need to think 12 

about whether you still want a place on the team because your weight is indicating that you 13 

are not remaining focused and committed. We will be interested to see how you go in your 14 

skin fold measurements tomorrow”.  15 

Feel like I’m out of control with my weight and body. My thoughts direct to tomorrow 16 

when our weights will be recorded again, my body stiffens.  17 

What if I have another increase? I will be sent home!  18 

My thoughts direct to what I can do when I get back to our accommodation to fix this 19 

(McMahon & Dinan Thompson, 2008). 20 

As McMahon has previously experienced firsthand detrimental body practices in elite 21 

swimming culture and has published a significant volume of scholarly articles on the same, 22 

she was in a unique position to identify conversations and practices that centre on achieving 23 

the ideal swimmer body during her re-immersion. 24 

Ethics 25 
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Ethically speaking, the creation of a docudrama which visually presents McMahon’s 1 

personal experiences of a specific culture may be seen as problematic, but a number of ethical 2 

considerations were acknowledged and thus employed as part of the data collection and video 3 

documenting process. The first consideration made by McMahon was to achieve what 4 

Lahman, Geist, Rodriguez, Graglia, and DeRoche (2011) describe as aspirational ethics. This 5 

stance encouraged McMahon as the researcher and swimmer to strive for ethics greater than 6 

the minimum standard (McMahon & McGannon, 2017). This was done by ensuring 7 

anonymity, and confidentiality (Mellick & Fleming, 2010) were at the forefront of our 8 

thinking during the creation of this docudrama. In so doing, and to ensure the location of the 9 

elite swimming squad, coach and swimmers was not identifiable, pool footage was collected 10 

at a different location to where the elite swimming squad was actually located. No swimmers 11 

relating to the elite squad were actually filmed and their physical characteristics as well as 12 

their actual names were purposely omitted in the video diaries limiting the possibility for 13 

people to be deductively identified. McMahon also ensured any decisions that she made 14 

during her re-immersion and the creation of the docudrama were mindful of others and seen 15 

as non-exploitative as she was consciously aware of her role as researcher/swimmer/director 16 

(Ellis, 2007).  17 

Relational ethics was another important consideration during McMahon’s re-18 

immersion and to undertake this process she would constantly ask herself the question during 19 

the documenting, “what should I do now?” rather than the statement “this is what you should 20 

do now” (Smith, 2017). Smith (2017) explains how relational ethics requires researchers to 21 

act from their hearts and minds, to acknowledge their interpersonal bonds to others, and 22 

initiate and maintain conversations. This was particularly important because, McMahon 23 

formed strong relationships with the group of swimmers over the six month period. As well 24 

as the above ethical considerations, in the making of the docudrama, copyright laws were 25 
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adhered to and only footage captured by McMahon and Zehntner (Author 2) was included. 1 

Any sound effects (i.e. music) that has been included were either royalty free or a license for 2 

use was purchased by the Authors prior to publication.  3 

The video diaries included in the docudrama primarily centre on McMahon’s 4 

perceptions of her personal experiences in the elite swimming squad rather than the 5 

experiences of others (i.e. encounters that happened to others or which were told to her in 6 

confidence by others). Therefore, while other swimmers were referred to in McMahon’s 7 

video diaries via pseudonyms, they were not the main focus of each video diary entry. 8 

McMahon felt it was her ethical responsibility to only include encounters that occurred in a 9 

public setting in front of other people such as public swimmers, swimmers and coaches from 10 

other squads, pool lifeguards and parents. The decision to only tell of the encounters that 11 

occurred in the public setting was purposely implemented to satisfy the authors desire to 12 

achieve aspirational ethics (explained above). Thus, we felt that encounters that happened 13 

behind closed doors and in private were not ethically appropriate to present as part of this 14 

docudrama. Sparkes (In Press) supports the aspirational stance explaining that when a 15 

research process is dependent on relationships, other people are always woven into the stories 16 

we tell, some intricately and deeply so. Therefore, it is important for researchers to protect 17 

those people who feature in the stories we tell. Ellis and Bochner (2016) further explain that 18 

as researchers we have to be accountable for what is and is not included, thus the video 19 

diaries that were included were done so purposely and as a result of highest of ethical 20 

considerations. As Bochner and Ellis (2016) summarise, we cannot always know or predict 21 

the effects of our words on another or the offence it may cause, but we should be mindful in 22 

our writing to minimise any possible hurt. Thus, the Authors were mindful of all of these 23 

important ethical points in the production of this film so any possible hurt was minimised 24 

(McMahon, McGannon and Zehntner, Under Review). 25 
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While the above ethical points relate to the protection and consideration of others, the 1 

production team were also mindful of McMahon’s wellbeing throughout her re-immersion 2 

into Australian swimming culture. Ultimately it was McMahon’s decision to re-immerse 3 

herself, a decision made because she saw it as an empowering prospect to be an adult woman 4 

with a voice and knowledge in this specific context. Invariably, her re-immersion provided 5 

her with the opportunities of gaining new insight into her embodied experiences and the 6 

cultural happenings of Australian swimming in the present day. This was a contrast to her 7 

previous involvement with the culture where her voice was silenced and she had limited 8 

knowledge in regard to her rights as an athlete and what is unacceptable practice.  9 

Lastly, this docudrama film centres on McMahon’s perceptions of specific practices 10 

that she was subjected to when she re-immersed herself in the elite swimming culture and 11 

should be in no way thought of as representative of all coaches’ practices or swimmers’ 12 

experiences in elite swimming. Indeed others (i.e. within the culture) may view her 13 

experiences differently.  14 

The docudrama has been purposely concluded in an open ended way. This means that 15 

the audience are invited to reflect on their own interpretations of McMahon’s experiences. 16 

While McMahon offers some of her own insights of how some of the practices and 17 

approaches affected her at the time, she does not go into extensive detail or provide a cultural 18 

autopsy. Indeed, the Authors were mindful that our own analysis of the film or the way that 19 

we tailor or craft the ending may indeed detract from the evocativeness of the docudrama or 20 

how the audience takes up McMahon’s story (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; McMahon & 21 

McGannon, 2016). With all this in mind, the production team are hopeful that the audience 22 

further reflects on the film after they have engaged with it. For the production team, their 23 

reflection and understanding of what occurred for McMahon is an ongoing process because 24 

lived cultural experience can never be viewed as finite, fixed or complete (Ellis, 2009). 25 
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Finally, while the docudrama centres primarily on body practices that are occurring in 1 

the Australian swimming culture, a number of other themes and approaches were identified 2 

during her cultural re-immersion (i.e. gender issues, technocracy, ageing body, sensory 3 

experiences etc.) which were documented and will be pursued at a later date in another 4 

production. We now invite the audience to watch the 20 minute docudrama entitled, ‘Fleshy, 5 

female and forty: A docudrama of a former elite swimmer who re-immersed herself into elite 6 

swimming culture. 7 

Access film here: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fXyJqIJHOe4 8 

 9 
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