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Adventure: A risk worth taking?
Assessment 2 Essay

While the pursuit of outdoor adventurous activities has always been common among people, recent years have seen an uptick in interest and participation in the UK, despite (and perhaps partly because of) the potential for personal risk and the danger inherent in such activities. Participant experiences of adventurous activities are defined by the mental and emotional experience, the physical actions exerted, and a participant's perception and involvement (Ewert et al, 2020). Furthermore, it is essential for outdoor adventure activities to utilise a connection to the natural environment to stimulate participant engagement (Beames et al, 2019). 

Spending recreational time outdoors has been identified to benefit participants in psychological, educational, and social contexts (Holland et al, 2018). Psychologically, a study by Davidson and Ewart (Davidson and Ewert, 2024) suggests that participation in outdoor adventure education courses can improve a persons ability to manage internal experiences, such as alleviating anxiety or depressive thoughts, and increasing an individual's resilience. The physical transition into a natural space allows a participant to separate psychologically from daily pressures and demands, resulting in positive affect on self-awareness and attentiveness (Mutz and Müller, 2016). This effect can be compounded upon with the experiences afforded by OAE activities which rely on individual and personal experience.

Children often have limited exposure to genuine risk, despite its potential benefits. Engaging in risky, outdoor play provides children with valuable opportunities to build fundamental motor skills, learn risk assessment skills, increase physical activity, and enhance wellbeing and social skills (Harper and Obee, 2021). As Molyneux et al (2023) note, teachers often support students’ social and emotional learning with classroom-based lessons. However, outdoor environments offer many opportunities for this kind of lesson, encouraging more autonomy and allowing for the immediate application of skills. 

The absence of play involving challenge, injury, and failure can hinder a child's development, potentially leading to decreased resilience, creativity, and confidence (Brussoni et al, 2012). Despite the clear benefits of risk in learning and growth, UK schools and society often prioritize eliminating risk, often to the detriment of developmental opportunities.
Introducing children to outdoor adventure experiences presents a powerful solution. These experiences allow for the presence of both real and perceived risk, supporting healthy development without requiring a fundamental overhaul of existing education systems (Harper and Obee, 2021).

Cotrell and Cotrell (2020) highlight how outdoor adventure education offers opportunities for individuals to connect with themselves, others, and the natural environment. These experiences help develop interpersonal and intrapersonal skills, which can positively influence everyday life. While direct benefits to the environment are less obvious, such activities can foster greater environmental awareness and promote ideas of stewardship.

Concepts of risk, uncertainty and fear can easily become bundled as a singular concept in regard to OAE, therefore it is important to clarify that fear is the emotional response triggered by encountering risk and is considered a major component in why risk is so effective (Reed and Smith, 2023). Varley (2006) describes that participants who fully engage with the fear and apprehension they encounter have some of the most concrete and memorable experiences

It can be tempting to argue that despite the benefits, outdoor adventure allows for much risk. Brymer and Felfetti (2020) identify adventure and extreme sports (AESs) as being associated with a high risk of injury or death, however an analysis of adventure tourism activities found that, though the type and pattern of injury differed, the frequency of injury was close to that of road traffic accidents (Bentley and Page, 2008). This suggests that, though injuries do occur, outdoor adventure is no more dangerous than other daily activities. In fact, when looking at school visits to adventure locations in the UK, Gill (2010) found that of the two to three fatalities that occur in relation to these trips in a year, just one was likely to be directly related to the adventure activity itself. While any death is a tragedy, and avoiding dangerous activities is reasonable, the perception that adventure is any more dangerous than normal daily life is a false one that risks missing out on the benefits of OAE due to misattributed fears.

Irrespective of the actual risk involved in a given activity, it is essential for practitioners to understand and accommodate the perceived risk experienced by participants. The raised perception participants have of risk is not entirely an irrational assumption, often it is based on different factors than statistical likelihood or frequency. Instead, risk is measured by the social response evoked by the consequences of a hazard, by images of catastrophe, dread, and a situations uncontrollable nature (Dickson et al, 2000). To provide my own comparison, this is similar to how although road traffic accidents are far more common, flight travel elicits far more fear from general users, due in part to the increased spectacle involved in a flight accident. Dickson also suggests how this effect can be worsened by dramatic media representations of adventure accidents.

When it comes to acceptable and unacceptable risk in the outdoors, there are processes that can be used to ensure safe practice is maintained. Barton (2007) explains typical risk assessments as addressing five primary points; identifying hazards, identifying who may be affected, evaluating the risk of each hazard, addressing control measures, and reviewing the assessment in future. This kind of assessment will often be documented in either a quantitative (numbers based and easy to interpret) or qualitative (text based and more detailed and unmeasurable) style and generic or site-specific risk assessments can often be reassessed and reused in future visits to the same site/activity. This method of risk assessment addresses the potential hazards and risks of an activity before participants can engage with it, ensure practitioners are as prepared as possible for what may go wrong during an activity and providing a chance to recognise that an activity cannot go on as intended depending on conditions of the day.

While knowing as much as possible before an activity is underway is essential, it does not account for the potential changes and variety inherent in adventure activities. Therefore, when an activity is in progress, practitioners can instead utilise the method of dynamic risk assessment. A dynamic risk assessment is a less structured process that relies on a practitioner's competency and experience, being a continuous identification of current hazards and risks, usually maintained only in the practitioner's mind. 

While these processes work in theory, there are many criticisms that have been raised against classical risk assessment and risk management strategies (Dallat et al, 2018; Dallat et al, 2015; Zürcher et al, 2020). The most notable issues in regards to outdoor adventure education is the reliance on active and continuous assessment and reassessment by practitioners, despite the ease with which people can often fall into the trap of complacency. Dallat (Dallat et al, 2015) highlights how where multiple practitioners or organisers are involved, it can be easily assumed that safety checks fall under someone else's jurisdiction, rather than being a continuous collective process. They further observed that when returning to the same site multiple times, previous experiences would inform assumptions about the safety of an activity.

[bookmark: _Int_snCTC5Ew]In conclusion, outdoor adventure education (OAE) offers a unique and valuable platform for psychological, social, and developmental growth. Its inherent risks, when managed appropriately, are not only acceptable but necessary for fostering resilience, confidence, and emotional maturity, particularly among young participants. The misconception that outdoor adventure is excessively dangerous overlooks the safety practices in place and underestimates the developmental cost of overprotective environments. While risk is inherent to any adventure activity, it also provides a valuable asset for learning, promoting personal reflection, environmental awareness, and encourages engagement with learning. Proper risk management is based on understanding the psychology of participants and practitioners, preparing for activities to go wrong and maintaining recent and competent knowledge of sites and safety. With continuous risk management, outdoor adventure education can be valuable, beneficial and safe.
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