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Are microadventures an enticing alternative for both current and post-pandemic conditions?

Microadventures, arguably, are the moral and ethical choice of adventure for current and post-pandemic conditions. This is considering things such as safeguarding remote communities that can be disastrously affected by the adventure-tourism industry in the age of COVID-19 (Mackenzie & Goodnow, 2020, p. 2). Although, having said this, Alistair Humphreys’ theories are a good example of how microadventures can be a challenging concept to grasp unless you are a seasoned adventurer such as Humphreys. Microadventures can be hard to achieve successfully unless the adventurer has previous knowledge, experience or interest in outdoor adventures, and this would be an especially prevalent factor in the overall enjoyment gained from the adventure and whether the participants felt that the microadventure was able to produce and facilitate the same feeling of liminality that a pre-pandemic adventure would have. In this essay, I aim to show that microadventures and pre-pandemic adventures should not be mutually exclusive, and that it can be more beneficial to encourage people to actively undertake microadventures in between pre-pandemic like adventures, rather than to focusing on microadventures as an alternative for both current and post-pandemic conditions. 
The term ‘microadventure’ was coined by avid adventurer, Alistair Humphreys, who after starting a family and settling down, replaced his pre-pandemic style adventures for smaller microadventures. The adventures he would go on before, took place in remote locations over extended periods of time, which are perfect for fulfilling the desire to breakout of everyday life and facilitate the feelings of liminality. His smaller microadventures take on a locavist approach, which allow them to be more family and environmentally friendly while retaining some of the same feelings such as liminality and escape that are usually achieved through bigger adventures (Mackenzie & Goodnow, 2020, p. 3). Humphreys pushed the microadventure movement by undertaking a gruelling lap on foot of the M25 motorway around London. His thought process behind this adventure was that ‘if you can have an adventure here, you can have an adventure anywhere’ (Humphreys, 2015).
Humphreys’ ideology of microadventures being able to produce and facilitate the same feelings of liminality and escape as a big adventure, is upheld by Saunders et al. (2014). They discuss the idea that a person can have personal transformative experiences that can benefit them by improving their overall wellbeing, confidence and build up their self-efficacy through long-distance walking.  Saunders et al. (2014, p.30) provide a flowchart for the Transformative Effects of Long-distance Walking that utilises Seligman’s (2011) five elements of wellbeing that can be nourished and enriched by long-distance walks: engagement, achievement, relationship, meaning, and positive emotion. The flowchart works as follows, during the walk you are able to disengage with normal life and therefore engage with three main other factors: the task, the people, and the setting. By engaging with the task at hand, the people you are with, and the setting you are in, you are able to; (a) get a sense of achievement by completing tasks, (b) form relationships through building strong connections to your group, and (c) feel a sense of meaning through the setting the participants are in and the unique relationship created within the group. Upon finishing the walk the group is filled with the positive emotions of achievement that come completing a long-distance walk which can facilitate personal growth and the development of self-efficacy. When you apply this flowchart to a challenge like Humphreys’ walk, you can see that it is enough to facilitate the feelings of liminality and breaking free of normal life, especially considering Humphreys himself has said that it was his first microadventure and he thoroughly enjoyed it. In addition, Saunders et al. (2014) go on to describe how ‘disengagement from normal life occurs in the early stages of the walk, followed by an extended period of liminality in which participants are open to new perspectives’, which explains how Humphreys was able to enjoy the experience surrounded by the urban scenery. However, just because Humphreys was able to find adventure in some of the most urban and arguably mundane locations in the UK, I think it would be unfair to assume that everyone with an interest in adventure would be neither happy nor willing to perform an adventure like this.
I am lucky enough to live in a rural area of Wales where I am within a day’s walk of a ‘bothy’ in the Cambrian Mountains, but people who want to undertake adventures living in densely populated areas such as London might not have the same motives and reasons to do such a gruelling journey as a lap of the M25. Humphreys does go on in his video to make his microadventures smaller and smaller until he suggests that people could ‘head out of town and go climb a hill’ (Humphreys, 2015) and still be back for work in the morning. This microadventure sounds appealing to me and would probably sound appealing to anyone with an interest or background in adventures, but to someone who wants to start getting into adventures and with limited experience, or without someone with experience to go with, even this can be a challenge that has the potential for misadventure. It is evident that even in pre-pandemic conditions, microadventures can be a difficult concept to grasp for the general population and aspiring adventurers. This is not to say that the theory and ideology behind the microadventures movement is flawed, but that Humphreys is out of touch because he himself is a seasoned adventurer. Moreover, I think that the term microadventure can potentially alienate people who will view it as less glamourous than a pre-pandemic style adventure. In my opinion, referring to an expedition to Snowdonia or the Cairngorms as a microadventure simply because it originated in the UK instead of originating internationally is a misrepresentation of the adventure at face value.
A flood of tourists visited Snowdonia National Park in 2020 as soon as the lockdown restrictions were eased in July (Owen, 2020). It is clear to see that the lockdown conditions had taken their toll on the population, and without any chance of going on holiday abroad, a lot of people turned to their nearest national park. Even in March of 2020 when lockdown was first introduced, park authorities recall it as their ‘busiest ever visitor day in living memory’ (BBC, 2020). In my opinion, the pandemic conditions here have highlighted the underlying issues with the Snowdonia National Park and solving these issues could make local microadventures to the region more enticing than adventures to remote destinations. The crowds of people that flocked there in March of 2020 were told to stay away from the region by officials at the time because lockdown restrictions were in place. But even in July when restrictions were lifted, people were queueing for up to an hour to stand by the summit to take a photo and leaving trails of litter on the way, so much so that there were concerns that pressure would be put on the Park Authorities to close the park for a second time in 2020 (Owen, 2020). If Snowdonia National Park could not only facilitate but attract more tourism to the region in current and post-pandemic conditions safely, then 2020 has clearly demonstrated that there is a huge potential market of people willing to travel to the region for a microadventure as an alternative to pre-pandemic adventures. This would be very profitable for the socioeconomic region around Snowdonia National Park and Wales overall, especially as the nation slowly heads into post-pandemic conditions because the tourism industry will be opening again for international tourists alongside national tourists. This is echoed by Mackenzie and Goodnow (2020, p.5) where they explain how locavist approaches to tourism can ‘retain social, psychological and financial capital for local benefit’ as opposed to investing these things in an adventure to a remote, faraway place. There have already been calls from the director of the Snowdonia Society, John Harold, for a reform on the tourism in Snowdonia saying, ‘We need to get the message across, not just about social distancing, what we need is more sustainable and safer tourism’ (Owen, 2020). It is important that the tourism issues in Snowdonia and all national parks in the UK are solved through improved ‘Rights to Roam’, encouraging people to spread out across the park instead on funnelling up Snowdon, and more funding to the area to facilitate large influxes of visitors and ensure that the region is thriving from tourism.
Overall, I think that microadventures and the message behind them is a very positive one that has been and should continue to be embraced by people moving from current to post-pandemic conditions. However, microadventures can only go so far in facilitating the feelings of liminality and freedom before you gain more experience and aim to complete bigger adventures than are possible in the UK. Inherently, the adventure-tourism industry itself can provide positive experiences for people all over the world, and it is the negative impacts of management in the industry that give it negative connotations. If strides could be made in making the adventure-tourism industry globally more sustainable and safer for remote communities, it would be more beneficial to encourage both microadventure and normal adventures. Moreover, Humphreys defines adventure as, ‘more of an attitude than anything else’ (Humphreys, 2015) and I feel that people everywhere should continue to be encouraged to find adventure both in their countries and abroad through sustainable, ethical, and moral ways. Regardless of its impacts, the adventure-tourism industry will pick up again as we head into post-pandemic conditions and it is important to remember that funding national parks to facilitate and encourage national and international tourism safely in pandemic and post-pandemic conditions will directly be able to increase the amount of microadventures and adventures for people to embark on.
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