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Few	things	confuse	watch	owners	more	than	water-resistance	ratings.	A	watch	marked
'30m'	sounds	like	it	should	survive	a	swim,	yet	doing	so	could	ruin	it.	The	numbers	on
the	dial	don't	mean	what	most	people	assume,	and	misunderstanding	them	is	one	of	the
most	common	ways	watches	get	damaged.

This	guide	decodes	watch	water-resistance	ratings	—	what	the	depths	actually	allow,
why	they're	not	literal	diving	depths,	and	how	to	care	for	a	water-resistant	watch.
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What	the	ratings	actually	measure

Water-resistance	ratings,	usually	given	in	metres	(m)	or	sometimes	ATM/bar,	are
widely	misunderstood.	They	don't	tell	you	the	depth	you	can	safely	take	a	watch	to.
Instead,	they	indicate	the	pressure	the	watch	resisted	under	controlled,	static
laboratory	conditions.	Real-world	use	—	with	movement,	temperature	changes	and
impacts	—	is	far	more	demanding	than	a	lab	test,	which	is	why	the	numbers	can't	be
taken	literally.

A	rough	guide	to	what	each	rating	allows

As	a	general,	cautious	guide:	a	30m	(3	ATM)	rating	typically	means	resistance	to
splashes	and	rain	only	—	not	swimming.	50m	may	handle	light	swimming	for	some
watches.	100m	is	generally	suitable	for	swimming	and	snorkelling.	200m	and	above	is
designed	for	diving.	Always	err	on	the	side	of	caution	and	check	the	manufacturer's
specific	guidance	for	your	watch,	as	interpretations	vary.

Why	real-world	conditions	matter

The	gap	between	the	rating	and	reality	exists	because	real	conditions	are	harsher
than	the	test.	Swimming	and	diving	involve	movement,	which	increases	pressure;
temperature	changes	(like	jumping	into	cold	water	or	a	hot	shower)	can	affect	seals;
and	impacts	stress	the	case.	This	is	why	a	watch	rated	for	a	certain	depth	shouldn't	be
pushed	to	that	number	in	practice.
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Never	adjust	the	watch	in	water

One	of	the	most	important	rules:	never	operate	the	crown	or	pushers	while	the
watch	is	wet	or	submerged,	and	make	sure	a	screw-down	crown	is	fully	closed	before
any	water	contact.	The	crown	is	a	key	point	where	water	can	enter,	and	using	it	in
water	—	or	leaving	it	unscrewed	—	is	a	common	cause	of	water	damage	even	in	well-
rated	watches.

Seals	degrade	over	time

Water	resistance	is	not	permanent.	The	gaskets	and	seals	that	keep	water	out
degrade	over	time	with	age,	temperature	and	use.	A	watch	that	was	water-resistant
when	new	may	not	be	years	later	without	maintenance.	This	is	why	relying	on	an	old
rating	without	upkeep	is	risky	—	the	rating	describes	the	watch	when	its	seals	are
intact.

Maintain	and	test	water	resistance

To	keep	a	water-resistant	watch	reliable,	have	it	serviced	periodically	by	a
professional,	who	can	replace	seals	and	pressure-test	the	case.	If	you	use	your	watch	in
water	regularly,	more	frequent	checks	make	sense.	Combined	with	sensible	use	—
respecting	the	rating,	keeping	the	crown	closed,	rinsing	off	salt	water	—	proper
maintenance	is	what	keeps	a	water-resistant	watch	actually	resistant.

What	the	ratings	actually	allow

Water-resistance	markings	are	widely	misunderstood.	This	general	guide	translates
common	ratings	into	what	they	realistically	permit	—	always	defer	to	the
manufacturer's	own	guidance:

Rating	(approx.) Realistically	suitable	for Not	suitable	for

Water	resistant	(30m) Splashes,	rain,	hand-washing Swimming,	showering

50m Light	swimming Diving,	high-pressure	water

100m Swimming,	snorkelling Serious	diving

200m+ Swimming	and	diving (check	specific	model)

The	metre	figures	are	pressure-test	ratings,	not	literal	depths,	which	is	exactly	why	a
‘30m’	watch	shouldn't	be	worn	swimming.

Habits	that	protect	water	resistance

Even	a	capable	watch	can	leak	if	mistreated.	Protect	it	with	a	few	habits:

Never	operate	the	crown	or	pushers	underwater	or	when	the	watch	is	wet.

Ensure	the	crown	is	fully	pushed	in	(or	screwed	down)	before	contact	with	water.

Rinse	with	fresh	water	after	seawater	or	chlorine	exposure,	then	dry.

Avoid	sudden	temperature	changes,	which	stress	the	seals.



Why	seals	age	and	testing	matters

A	crucial	point	many	owners	miss	is	that	water	resistance	is	not	permanent;	the	gaskets
and	seals	that	keep	water	out	gradually	degrade	with	age,	temperature	changes,	and
exposure	to	chemicals,	which	means	a	watch	rated	for	swimming	years	ago	may	no
longer	be	reliably	water	resistant	today.	This	is	why	manufacturers	and	watchmakers
recommend	periodic	pressure	testing,	particularly	before	relying	on	the	watch	in	water
and	typically	at	service	intervals,	so	you're	not	trusting	a	decades-old	seal	without
evidence	it	still	works.	Testing	is	a	straightforward	procedure	a	qualified	watchmaker
can	perform,	and	it's	far	cheaper	than	the	damage	water	can	do	to	a	movement.	It's	also
worth	remembering	that	any	time	the	case	is	opened	—	for	a	battery	change	or	service
—	the	seals	should	be	inspected	and	the	resistance	retested,	since	an	improperly	closed
case	can	compromise	protection	entirely.	Real-world	conditions	add	further	caution:
warm	water,	soap	and	rapid	pressure	changes	can	all	challenge	seals	beyond	a	simple
static	rating,	so	treating	the	rating	as	an	upper	limit	under	ideal	conditions	rather	than
a	guarantee	is	the	sensible	mindset.	For	a	valued	or	vintage	watch	especially,	the	safest
approach	is	to	be	conservative	—	keeping	older	pieces	away	from	water	unless	recently
tested	—	because	replacing	a	movement	damaged	by	moisture	is	costly	and	can	affect
both	function	and	value.	Understanding	that	resistance	fades,	and	having	it	checked
rather	than	assumed,	is	what	separates	careful	owners	from	those	who	learn	the	lesson
the	expensive	way.

Printable	checklist

Summary

Watch	water-resistance	ratings,	usually	shown	in	metres,	indicate	resistance	to
pressure	under	controlled	conditions	—	not	the	depth	you	can	safely	take	the	watch	to
in	real	life.	A	'30m'	rating	typically	suits	only	splashes,	while	higher	ratings	allow
swimming	or	diving.	Movement,	temperature	changes	and	age	all	affect	real-world
resistance,	and	seals	degrade	over	time.	Never	adjust	a	watch	in	water,	and	have	water-
resistant	watches	serviced	to	maintain	their	seals.
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Water-resistance	ratings	are	not	literal	safe	diving	depths.

Ratings	reflect	pressure	resistance	under	controlled	lab	conditions.

A	'30m'	rating	usually	handles	only	splashes,	not	swimming.

Never	operate	the	crown	or	buttons	while	the	watch	is	wet.

Seals	degrade	over	time	and	need	periodic	servicing.

Frequently	Asked	Questions

Can	I	swim	with	a	30m	water-resistant	watch?

Generally	no.	A	30m	(3	ATM)	rating	typically	indicates	resistance	to	splashes	and	rain
only,	not	swimming.	For	swimming,	higher	ratings	such	as	100m	are	usually
recommended.	Check	your	manufacturer's	guidance.

Why	can't	I	take	a	100m	watch	100	metres	deep?

Because	the	rating	reflects	static	lab	pressure	testing,	not	real-world	depth.	Movement,
temperature	changes	and	impacts	make	real	conditions	far	harsher,	so	the	number	is
not	a	literal	safe	diving	depth.

Does	water	resistance	last	forever?

No.	Seals	and	gaskets	degrade	over	time,	so	a	watch	can	lose	water	resistance	as	it
ages.	Periodic	servicing	and	pressure	testing	keep	it	reliable,	especially	for	watches
used	in	water.
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