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Microadventures in a post-pandemic world 

The concept of adventure has traditionally been associated with travel, distance and the pursuit of unfamiliar environments. Expeditions, international travel and the idea of “getting away” have long defined what counts as a meaningful adventure experience. However, the COVID-19 pandemic disrupted these assumptions, forcing individuals to reconsider what adventure looks like when movement is restricted and uncertainty is high. As international travel became limited and access to outdoor spaces was reduced, alternative ways of engaging with adventure began to emerge. In this context, Mackenzie and Goodnow (2020) describe microadventures as “an enticing alternative” for both current and post-pandemic conditions. Microadventures, defined by Humphreys (2014) as short, simple, local and inexpensive experiences that remain “fun, exciting, challenging, refreshing and rewarding”, offer a more accessible and adaptable approach to adventure.

While microadventures clearly respond to the immediate conditions of the pandemic, their relevance extends beyond this moment. They raise broader questions about sustainability, accessibility and the environmental and social impacts of adventure practices. This essay argues that microadventures represent a meaningful shift towards more sustainable and inclusive forms of adventure, but they are not inherently sustainable, and their value depends on how critically their environmental, social and ethical implications are understood.

The “conditions” referred to by Mackenzie and Goodnow (2020) are rooted in restriction, uncertainty and a loss of mobility. During the Covid-19  pandemic, international travel became difficult, if not impossible, and many of the usual structures around adventure fell away. In that space, people were forced to reconsider what adventure actually meant. Microadventures emerged not just as a practical workaround, but as a subtle redefinition. They allowed people to continue engaging with the outdoors, but on a smaller, more local scale. That is where their appeal lies. They are flexible, low-cost and require very little planning. More importantly, they challenge the long-standing assumption that adventure must involve distance, expense or risk to be meaningful. Instead, they suggest that adventure can exist much closer to home, in places that might previously have been overlooked. In doing so, microadventures shift the focus from scale and spectacle to experience and perspective, making them particularly relevant in a context where large-scale travel is increasingly questioned.

When viewed through the lens of sustainability, microadventures become more complex. Hill and Brown (2014) argue that sustainability should be understood as a socio-ecological concept, integrating environmental, social and economic dimensions rather than considering them separately. From this perspective, microadventures offer several advantages. By reducing the need for long-distance travel, they lower carbon emissions and reduce reliance on high-impact transport systems. At the same time, they encourage repeated engagement with local environments, which can build a stronger sense of connection to place. Hill and Brown (2014) identify this connection as central to transformative outdoor experiences, suggesting that sustainability is not only about reducing impact, but also about fostering meaningful relationships with the natural world. In this sense, microadventures may contribute to sustainability by encouraging both lower-impact practices and deeper environmental awareness.

There are also important social and economic implications to consider. Traditional adventure activities can be expensive and, at times, exclusionary, often requiring significant financial resources and time. Microadventures remove many of these barriers, making adventure more accessible to a wider range of people. This accessibility is significant, as it challenges the perception of adventure as something reserved for those with the means to travel extensively. In addition, microadventures shift attention away from global tourism and towards local engagement. This becomes particularly relevant when considering the impacts of mass tourism on communities. The Ha Giang Loop in Vietnam provides a clear example. Once a relatively quiet farming region, it has become increasingly popular with motorbike tourists. While this has brought economic benefits, it has also introduced noise, pollution and disruption to local ways of life. Not all members of the community benefit from this change, and some may not even want it. This highlights the tension between economic gain and social and environmental wellbeing. Microadventures, by contrast, avoid many of these issues by remaining local and smaller in scale, reducing pressure on specific destinations.

However, it is important not to overstate the sustainability of microadventures. Their smaller scale does not automatically make them environmentally responsible. Prince (2017) emphasises that awareness of environmental issues does not necessarily lead to behavioral change, and that more effective approaches tend to involve lived experience, role modelling and sustained engagement. While microadventures may encourage individuals to spend more time outdoors, there is no guarantee that this will translate into long-term changes in behavior. They may simply function as a temporary alternative during periods of restriction, with individuals returning to more resource-intensive travel once those restrictions are lifted. This raises questions about whether microadventures represent genuine transformation or simply short-term adaptation.

In addition, there are hidden environmental costs associated with outdoor activities that complicate the idea of sustainability. Even low-impact adventures rely on equipment, much of which is produced using synthetic materials derived from petrochemicals. Waterproof jackets, outdoor clothing and modern hiking footwear are often designed for durability and performance, but they can contribute to issues such as microplastic pollution. Evidence suggests that these materials can shed microplastics into environments where they would not naturally occur, meaning that even seemingly low-impact activities can have unintended consequences. This highlights the need to consider the full lifecycle of outdoor practices, rather than focusing solely on travel distance. As Kollmuss and Agyeman (2002) argue, knowledge alone does not lead to behavioral change, and this is supported by Jackson (2005), who suggests that sustainable behavior is shaped by broader social practices rather than individual intention. This reinforces the idea that microadventures, while beneficial in some ways, are not inherently sustainable.

This leads to a broader question: is any form of adventure truly sustainable? It could be argued that the only completely sustainable journey would be one that produces no environmental impact at all, requiring no fossil fuels, manufactured equipment or external resources. However, this is largely unrealistic in contemporary society. A more useful approach is to view sustainability as a spectrum, where different practices have varying levels of impact. From this perspective, microadventures represent a reduction in environmental impact rather than a complete solution. They may not eliminate harm, but they offer a more responsible alternative to high-consumption forms of adventure. This aligns with wider sustainability discussions, where incremental change is often considered more achievable than complete transformation.

Alongside environmental concerns, microadventures also raise important ethical questions. The assumption that individuals have the right to travel freely and explore any environment is rarely challenged, yet it is increasingly relevant in the context of sustainability. Adventure tourism, particularly in its more commercial forms, can reflect a consumerist mindset, where experiences are treated as commodities to be collected. Hill and Brown (2014) link this to broader systems of consumption that are ultimately unsustainable. The popularity of destinations such as the Ha Giang Loop demonstrates how this mindset can lead to overuse and degradation of specific environments. In contrast, microadventures encourage individuals to engage more deeply with local environments, potentially shifting focus away from consumption and towards appreciation. While this does not guarantee behavioral change, it does create the conditions for a more reflective approach to adventure.

Despite these benefits, microadventures are not without limitations. Access to suitable outdoor spaces is not equal, and individuals living in urban environments may face barriers to participation. For some, microadventures may not feel as meaningful or fulfilling as larger-scale expeditions, particularly if they are associated with challenge or personal achievement. This does not diminish their value, but it does suggest that they are unlikely to replace traditional forms of adventure entirely. Instead, they are better understood as part of a broader range of experiences, offering an alternative rather than a substitute.

In conclusion, microadventures can be understood as an “enticing alternative” in both pandemic and post-pandemic contexts, offering a flexible and accessible way to engage with adventure under restrictive conditions. More importantly, they represent a potential shift towards more sustainable practices, encouraging local engagement and reducing reliance on high-impact travel. However, they are not inherently sustainable and should not be viewed as a complete solution. Their effectiveness depends on whether they lead to meaningful behavioral change and a deeper understanding of sustainability. Ultimately, microadventures are less about replacing traditional adventure and more about rethinking it, challenging assumptions about what adventure is, who it is for, and how it should be practiced in a world increasingly shaped by environmental and social limits.
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