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With reference to personal experiences and selected literature from the module reading list, discuss the potential benefits of engaging with challenging and adventurous outdoor activities.

The first outcomes of adventure to be considered are the elements of risk and the challenges that they pose. The reasons individuals tend to involve themselves with these elements are the natural benefits they develop from taking part in these activities. In this essay I intend to focus on two specific benefits I have personally noticed since engaging in challenging and adventurous outdoor activities, these are the mental health and social benefits. There are a wider range of benefits, some involving environmental, physical and even economic benefits, but for the purpose of this essay, I am going to focus in depth on the two I feel have affected me the most and will give examples of how they have done so with reference to some of the activities I have participated in whilst studying this module. I will then go on to review Gill’s (2007) assessment of a risk adverse society. 
According to Mortlock (1984), challenge is a specific problem which an individual can, with effort, satisfactorily overcome. This is an important part of human development and self-learning. Without challenge, a person will never experience their full potential or limitations in life. Barton (2007) highlights that an important part of challenge is the decision whether to take part in the activity or not. ‘Challenge by choice’ is an integral part of the decision making which can lead to successful completion of the task. If a person has reviewed the situation and decided NOT to participate, for whatever reason, they have engaged and assessed their capabilities.
[bookmark: _Hlk4678822]Adventure is:
A variety of teaching and learning activities and experiences usually involving a close interaction with an outdoor natural setting and containing elements of real or perceived risk in which the outcome, although uncertain, can be influenced by actions of the participants and circumstances. (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014 p.5)
To break this down, Ewert & Sibthorp (2014) are highlighting that a major element to adventure is having an element of risk, whether it is perceived or real, an observation echoed by Gregg (2007). The question here being, can you still experience the full benefits of adventure through perceived risk as opposed to real risk? Why put yourself in harms way when you can do it with hugely reduced actual risk?
A major benefit of taking part in adventurous outdoor activities is the effect it can have on the participants mental health. According to Mortlock (1984), to adventure in the natural environment is an important part of a person’s personal growth and helps shape who you are. Adventure is a state of mind that will initially accept unpleasant feeling of fear, uncertainty and discomfort because, on completion of the activity, the participant will then develop feelings of joy and exhilaration. If the participant has accepted the challenge and if they have genuinely given it their all, even if they have failed to complete the activity, the person will have had a peak experience. I have experienced this on a personal level taking part in such activities, for example, as part of the course we took part in a rock-climbing session on the Gower. Initially, I had second thoughts about climbing as I am not very comfortable with heights. I took part in the activity and when I was on the rock face, I did find it a little unpleasant and did struggle to find the best route of getting to the top, I became tired and was struggling for a good handhold. Eventually, I needed a hand and was assisted up by the top belayer. At first, I was a little disappointed that I could not complete the task myself, but these feelings were replaced at the thought that I did take part in an activity that did scare me, I gave it my all and, although did not manage the final part of the climb without assistance, I did get to the top. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Similarly, on a recent trip to Glan Llyn we took part in a high ropes session, like with the rock climb on the Gower, heights are not my strong point and I was nervous about the activity. Again, I knew that on completion of the task it would be worth it and I did complete the activity without issue. One thing that became clear to me was how effective the concept of perceived risk is, I was attached to a harness and if I had fallen would have only fallen about a foot before the harness supported me, knowing this however did not alter my levels of fear much because, as Barton (2007, p.18) says, the course carries ‘only a very small level of residual risk but a very high component of thrill and challenge’. Ironically, if I had suspended myself from the harness and pushed myself around the course, I would have experienced next to no fear at all. Going back to Mortlock (1984) this shows the development of determination that will inevitably strengthen a person’s self-confidence and general self-esteem. 
Another advantage of taking part in challenging and adventurous activities is the social benefits they can bring and the prospect of group development. At some point in the vast majority of people’s lives, there will be a degree of needing to perform or carry out tasks in a group or team. Ewert & Garvey (2007) highlight that group development programs based around the concept of outdoor adventure education are often specialized in the sense that they tend to focus on specific tasks with specific equipment, for example, navigation, climbing, kayaking, but the basis of any group activity is the same. For a group of people to work effectively together it is important for every member of the group to communicate with each other, help each other out and develop a clear plan. These all come with practice and may take a few attempts to get right, but that is a fundamental part in group development and overall personal growth and helps people develop social skills and how to complete tasks with, potentially, complete strangers. On a recent kayaking session at Llandysul, we were setting off down the river at intervals when one kayaker finished the next kayaker would go. This involved going around a bend in the river so one of the instructors positioned themselves on the bend in order to see the students start and finish and would inform the next paddler when it was okay to start. After the first person had completed the stretch the instructor shouted for the next person to go, but the second paddler could not hear what the instructor was saying over the noise of the flowing water, so correctly did not set of. We discussed what to do and came to the conclusion that instead of voice instructions we would use signals with the paddles when it was safe to continue. As well as good group discussion and planning this also highlighted another important part of social development involving leadership. Someone speaking out and stopping the activity because it was not going as planned involved a conscious decision that not everyone agreed to at first, but was overall the right choice. Ewert & Garvey (2007 p.31) go on to say that leadership involves ‘the ability to institute change, inspire a shared vision, empower members, lead by example and promote member improvement’. These were all qualities shown by that individual that day by stopping the group carrying on down the river and, although specific to the situation in this sense, these skills are transferable to day to day life.   

Gill (2007) states there is a genuine need for challenge, risk and adventure and it is very important for a person’s development. He suggests, however, that the two main issues with this are fear of being sued if someone is hurt and that the general ‘nanny state’ in which we live, in terms of the health and safety executive, are against all forms of risk and this risk should be avoided because it IS NOT necessary to a person’s development. Another factor which Gill (2007) highlights is the detrimental effect the media have on creating a risk adverse society. For example, you only ever hear about cases that have involved an accident or, in extreme situations, death and never really the full facts or circumstances involving the accident. It is never highlighted how often the task has been completed safely and successfully. Gill (2007) uses an example from the children’s BBC website (2006) in which two children are interviewed about a recent decision in the school to ban ‘tag’ as it was feared too dangerous. One of the children states that he thinks it a good is idea as ‘it is not very safe if you bump into someone’ whereas, the other child thinks the complete opposite and goes on to state that ‘if they’re going to ban very simple stuff like this, they might as well lock all kids in empty rooms to keep them safe. Kids should be allowed to experiment and try things. Otherwise when they grow up they’ll make very stupid mistakes from not getting enough experience at childhood’ (cited in Gill, 2007 p.19). Gill (2007) uses another example where, also tying in the detrimental effects that the media has on creating a risk averse society, ‘That’s Life’ featured a demonstration where they dropped a china plate onto a studio floor and another onto ‘child friendly’ rubber matting, with predictable results. This gives the impression that children are ‘fragile, incompetent, accident prone, unable to deal with adversity and incapable of learning how to look after themselves or to manage with their own safety’ (cited in Gill, 2007 p.38). I personally think this statement is very true, without experiencing risk and the potential consequences, how are people going to learn from their mistakes?  From my own experience, mistakes have been vital to teaching me what not to do next time. Something as simple as, when I was younger, running down a steep slope and ending up in a bramble bush at the bottom of the hill because I could not slow myself down in time, covered in cuts and bruises, I learned from experience that there are limitations to your abilities and not to do that again! What I do agree with, and what Gill (2007) also states, is that the role of adults with safeguarding children should be to help children face dangers and learn to overcome them rather than just ignore them and keep the children away from the danger. Going to the extremes of telling children it is too dangerous and unsafe for them to do anything with a degree of risk takes away any decision making, good or bad, and when they come face to face with this sort of challenge later in life, they will have no experience in how to deal with it.
In conclusion, taking part in any challenging and adventurous activity will provide the participant with a range of different benefits. This also includes those that choose to opt out of the activity because, by making that choice, they have evaluated the situation and have had a learning experience as a result. The challenges faced can involve real or perceived risk but the outcome of each possesses benefits to both your mental health and social growth. Mental health benefits can involve improvements with self-confidence which is a vital aspect of personal development and, in my mind, the fundamental reason for taking part in challenging and adventurous activities, however, this is not the only benefit and another very important factor are the social benefits gained, teaching individuals how to perform and act well in a team or group. Although these benefits mentioned are well known and documented, the development of the risk averse society we now live in has made adventurous activities a much more controversial issue, with the ‘powers that be’ focussing too much on the what could happen, rather than focusing on the what IS happening in terms of the benefits.
Word count: 2024
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