Psychology of Personal Adventure
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Part 1:
Introduction:
In this essay, I am going to be discussing three potential negative psychological issues which are Post Traumatic Stress, Pressure and Performance Anxiety and Anxiety and Phobic Responses. I will be explaining how these three issues occur and affect participants when in the outdoors, I will also be comparing these to my own experiences in the outdoors. For one of the issues I have named, I will be going into detail on how we could prevent it from happening in the outdoors and what could be put in place to help people cope but still be able to participate in the activity.
Potential Negative Psychological Issues:
Negative psychological issues include mental health conditions which cause change in behaviour, discomfort or distress such as anxiety, depression and PTSD. Some symptoms of these conditions could be social withdrawal, anger, apathy and increase in anxiety and worry (Health Direct Australia, 2023). Three potential negative psychological issues that could occur when taking part in outdoor adventurous activities are Post Traumatic Stress, anxiety and phobic responses and pressure and performance anxiety.
Post Traumatic Stress:
According to NHS (2022) Post Traumatic Stress Disorder is “a mental health condition caused by very stressful, frightening or distressing events”. Usually, outdoor adventure activities can be labelled as a positive for mental health conditions. However, they also can involve major accidents and near misses and can be a possible cause for trauma to occur. For example, these accidents may be falling while rock climbing, paddle sport incidents like near drowning or severe weather problems where you could be at risk of death (Hanna Veronika Salvotti et al, 2024). Having PTSD can then cause the participant to have a dislike towards the outdoors and maybe that specific activity because of the trauma. Some impacts could be re-experiencing the distress and memories when they are back in a similar place or doing an activity that may trigger panic. They may also have a lack of confidence to take part in activities and no longer feel safe; PTSD can also affect the way you interact with others so you may not want to take part and socialise anymore (National Institute of Mental Health, 2023). 
Pressure and Performance Anxiety:
[bookmark: _Int_DENoBt1w]Outdoor adventure activities can create pressure and performance anxiety when the participants worry and perceived fear mixes with their ability to perform to the best they can. This can become a problem because it is a gateway to overthinking and poor decision making. In the outdoors the main way that pressure can be created is by perceiving danger, for example the participant may stress more because of heights while climbing or water depth while kayaking. Another example is being scared of failing, an example of this is being scared to give up on hike or expedition because you don't want to let down your group. This also links to the fear of being judged by peers while completing a task and the anxiety of not wanting to be the worst. Another example that can cause pressure is having previous negative experiences in the past when you last did the activity, therefore creating anxiety and putting pressure on yourself (Hoover, 2026). These pressures can all turn into performance anxiety, for example because of the high pressure and anxiety in your mind, you don’t focus on performance because all you can think about is the worry of doing it wrong therefore overloading your brain (Swaim, 2022). A personal example of performance anxiety from my own experience would be completing the Wolds Hiking Challenge in scouting. This personally gave me anxiety because of the pressure that was put on my team to win the challenge and beat all the other teams because of previous competitions in the past where we had come first. All this pressure led to me worrying about my performance and distracting me from my task, because of this I read the map wrong a few times and made myself stress rather than enjoying the walk and completing it to the best of my ability.
Anxiety and Phobic Responses:
Outdoor adventure activities can be the trigger of anxiety responses when a participant's sense of control and safety is overloaded, and they cannot regulate their emotions properly causing the body to stress and panic rather than dealing with the situation efficiently (Davidson et al, 2025). When the body is exposed to perceived risk in the outdoors such as heights while rock climbing, it activates the fight or flight response. This can be an increase in heart rate and adrenaline and increase in stress; this overwhelms many people and causes anxiety. In the outdoors this can be shown a lot in activities such as climbing and water sports because of the perceived risk and danger that follows them (Cleveland Clinic, 2024). Another cause of anxiety is the competence level in the participant, if they have a low confidence in their skill level such as navigating while hiking or belaying while climbing, completing basic tasks make them feel overwhelmed and stress, therefore increasing anxiety levels (Davidson et al, 2025). Another factor during outdoor activities that can heighten anxiety levels is when the challenge or difficulty of the task massively exceeds the skill level of the participant causing the perceived risk and danger to rise. This can be a massive trigger for panic, stress and anxiety overload in the outdoors for specific people because they feel out of control and unsafe in their surroundings (Brymer and Schweitzer, 2012). From my own experience, I have seen many different responses from people to activities such as rock climbing from being a scout leader. While rock climbing for many children their first response on the wall is panic and their stress and anxiety levels increase rapidly because they are up high and in a situation that they haven't been in before which makes their perceived risk increase making them feel unsafe and worry. You can reduce anxiety and phobic responses in the outdoors, one way of doing this is by giving gradual exposure to participants that are nervous or new to the activity. This means you start with a basic low risk version of the activity, and you steadily progress and make the challenge more difficult with the more confidence that you obtain. For example, in paddling you would start with flat water before moving water, this helps reduce the fear factor and anxiety in the person (White Water Rafting Scotland, 2024). In my own personal experience, starting with lower grade versions of the activity and then increasing the challenge works perfectly, especially when leading a new group. For example, when I have been on mountain biking courses not everyone is the same level or same confidence. So, the leader set everyone off on various grade tracks to what that specific participant was comfortable with until they wanted to move on to a higher difficulty. This was a perfect way of dealing with everyone because it relieved a lot of people's stress and anxiety. Another option could be teaching someone how to control their anxiety by regulating their breathing. By teaching everyone in the group simple breathing techniques, such as deep breaths for when they are worrying and stressed, in a low stress area before the activity can help them control their emotions when the anxiety does kick in during the challenge (Parmeter, 2025). Another option to help reduce anxiety while doing outdoor activities is being a communicative leader, this can help participants feel less stressed and worried if you consistently reassure them about next steps, what safety measure are in place to help them and helping them relax at major moments such as when you are just about to abseil down a cliff (White Water Rafting Scotland, 2024). 
Conclusion:
Overall, even while outdoor adventurous activities are widely acknowledged for their substantial positive effects on mental health and well-being, they can also cause or worsen negative psychological issues in some people. Conditions including pressure and performance anxiety, anxiety and phobic responses and PTSD help demonstrate how an individual's perception of risk, previous experiences and self-confidence can have emotional consequences. However, outdoor practitioners can effectively control these risks by providing motivational leadership, gradual exposure and positive communication. By doing this it will create an atmosphere that fosters mental health and allows participants to rebuild their confidence and reduce their anxiety through outdoor activities.

Part 2:

Figure 1: Table of the Mean Data
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Figure 2: Bar Chart of all Data Collected
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Evaluation of Dataset:
The dataset involves 15 participants that all completed a Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2 test three times in total. This was one week before, the morning of the activity and immediately before the activity, the activity in question was caving. This research was carried out to measure the participants cognitive anxiety, somatic anxiety and their confidence. 
[bookmark: _Int_UKaWcmpn]From looking at the bar chart labelled figure 2 you can see that cognitive anxiety mostly increases for every participant from one week away to immediately prior. For example, participant 15 scored 15 one week away, then 18 on the morning and then their anxiety levels increased to 22 immediately prior to caving. This increase usually symbolises that there is more worry and negative thinking, such as fear of failing or perceived risk, as the participant comes closer to executing the activity (Hanton, Thomas and Maynard, 2004). 
Figure 2 also shows how somatic anxiety also increases through the three-time scales but varies on how drastic the increase is depending on the participant. For example, participant 3’s scores increased from 15 to 25 to 32. Whereas participant 10 only went from 15 to 19 to 22, but it is still an increase. According to Gillette (2024) this increase can identify the body reacting to the activity about to start, your body can do this by increasing your heart rate and tensing your muscles. This reflects the increase in anticipation and perceived threat or risk before the activity begins, such as caving in this instance.
On the other hand, figure 2 also shows how self-confident all the participants were between the three-time scales. These scored varied between each participant, some of the participants self-confidence decreases such as participants 9 started at 22 but then the morning of dropped to 19 and then immediately prior it dropped again all the way to 16. Whereas participant 1’s scores stayed steady recording at 27 then 24 and then it stayed at 24 for immediately prior as well. According to Hallgren, Moss and Gastin (2010) this can happen due to people past experiences and what they are comfortable with as a person, so different people can react very differently to as the activity is about to begin due to their state of mind and what their body is used to.
[bookmark: _Int_b8cGyi4S]By looking at the table in Figure 1, you can see that both cognitive and somatic anxiety increase immediately prior to the event, whereas compared to confidence that decreases. The standard deviation for both somatic and cognitive anxiety may suggest that there is a growing spread of responses in anxiety immediately prior to the activity. The standard deviation for confidence stays quite stable suggesting that across the whole group the confidence levels were all similar to each other.
Overall, the dataset presented can clearly demonstrate how people's confidence, somatic and cognitive anxiety change as they get closer to participating in an outdoor adventure activity like the caving used in this dataset. The shown difference between each participant identifies that everyone has their own reaction to outdoor activities, some people's anxiety rising rapidly, whereas others take more of a gradual incline throughout. This matches previous research in this sector showing that participants often have a spike in anxiety on the lead up to physical challenges (Davidson et al., 2025). Whereas the confidence data shows a more mixed set of data, with some people being less confident and some having a steady number across all three-time scales. This can imply that confidence can massively differ to the person and their own experiences and how they manage their anxiety levels and each person's perception of risk. The data for confidence also shows that there is not a pattern between everyone and there is a wide range of answers. All this data shows outdoor adventure activities create various mental and emotional reactions between people and how everyone responds differently to a challenge, this data can therefore help people who work in the outdoors leading these activities and give them a chance to be able to support every participant.
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Week 1 Morning Immediately prior
Cognitive 17.68 (SD 3.09) 14.56 (SD 1.89) 23.18 (SD 3.68)
Somatic 14.56 (SD 1.89) 18.81(SD 2.94) 23.18 (SD 3.41)
Confidence 24 (SD 2.44)

20.93 (SD 2.64)

19.25 (SD 2.84)
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