Today’s society is in the fourth industrial revolution. The World Economic Forum has plans to move into the fifth industrial revolution by 2030 (The World Economic Forum, 2023). This will be the next phase of digital technology due to the ‘Great Reset’ that will cause society to move far beyond our definitions of a post-digital world (Reed, 2021). The overall result of this will be integrated digital technology in everything we encounter. This gives Outdoor Education (OE) practitioners and facilitators a timeline to critically review the potential effects of digital technology. Allowing clear lines to be set and practical solutions to some of the effects that will be created and are already being caused. It is important to note that digital technology itself is neither negative nor positive. The issues lie in the societal use of digital technology. Which is often influenced by big tech companies who are often linked to the more problematic effects that will be outlined below (Hinds, Williams nand Joinson, 2020). Practitioners and facilitators need to understand the importance digital technology holds for young people. This is due to various virtual creations that can be made on social media platforms (Hodkinson, 2017). It is difficult now to take young people away from screens, therefore there needs to be a solution created to have a blend of digital technology and nature that is conducive to the learners needs. 

Technology has advanced within OE over the years, with greater protection being created for all activities. For example, paddle sports and rock-climbing protection is made to a very high standard eliminating many of the risks associated with OE (Barton, 2007). The rise of digital technology has sparked controversy in OE as many practitioners believed that it takes away from the experience and diluted the potential that could be gained. At the start of the century many practitioners were worried that technology would take away from the authentic experience (Wattow, 2001; Cuthberston, Socha and Potter, 2004). Wattow (2001) added to this suggesting that technology could create a pedagogy of production. This links with Robinson and Arnica’s (2015) concern with the education system today and that it is not having an authentic experience for the learner as it is a production line of a work force. Cuthberston, Socha and Potter (2004) broke the controversy suggesting that technology could offer some positive contributions for the learners. Coming to the present digital technology has become post-digital due to nearly all situations being digital in some way. There is no longer non-digital and digital situation (Reed, 2021). This blurs the lines as inclusion and exclusion of digital technology is not so simple as generation Z and generation alpha have a reliance on the virtual personalities, identities, and realities they have created (Bolliger, et al., 2021). The increase in digital technology has created teaching aids that can assist OE but has also create issues relating to distraction (Reference). The distractions can come from applications constantly running in the background of young people’s devices and sending notifications that can take them out of their learning experience. 

Social media is now very common it is unusual for someone not to take part in this virtual reality. Hodkinson (2017) shows that social media allows young people to create a virtual version of themselves. This then means that their creation becomes valuable to them creating a familiar safe space. It is also their entire life and their perception of who they are (Hodkinson, 2017). This identity creation has led to some negative impacts. The first being the creation of anxiety and stress in connection with how they are perceived on their chosen platform (MacIssac, Kelly and Grey, 2018). Social media has been shown to reduce real human contact causing negative mental health effects, such as loss in motivation (Akram and Kumar, 2017). Many young people are staying in their bedroom rather than going outside with friends (Wong, 2020). There has been little research into the effects of young people who do not engage with these social media platforms and kind find themselves ostracised by other young people as they cannot relate to the reality of others as they are missing the virtual reality compound. This could lead to mental health issues and inactivity. There is also a false image created of themselves as they see influences and want to be like them but due to editing and photoshop the personality created by the influences are fictional. Meaning young people can never achieve these standards causing negative impact on their mental health due to not being able to achieve their desired virtual reality (Gunduz, 2017; Kim, Ko, Kim, 2015). This essentially lowers their self-esteem (Valkenburg, et al., 2021). This could then create an issue when using a challenge by choice approach (Williams and Wainwright, 2020) as if the young person does not believe in themselves who will they be able to participate and push there limits? There are issues surrounding the action of “swiping” this is used on nearly all social media platforms. It causes the person to be fed small amounts of endorphins which trigger a sensation in the brain which is positive. However, they never fully gratify the user causing an addictive habit which can be related to a recreational drug user. Through this addiction several problems can occur, lack of social skills, inactivity, and lack of focus (Mutz, Müller and Göring, 2019). Reed (2021) suggests an increased reliance on social media and technology throughout the course of the pandemic. This could factor into the increase in mental health and inactivity across the board in young people (Ghozy, et al., 2021; Robinson, et al., 2022). Social media has been shown to effect consumer habits, this could lead to an influencer recommending a piece of safety equipment without recommending the proper training and experience to use this piece of equipment (Vinerean, et al., 2013). For example anyone can buy a buoyancy aid. However, knowing how to choose the right style, the right size and fit it creates a challenge for most that do not have the proper training.

The increase in virtual identity and personality creation has caused an increase virtual reality. This is shown by such creations as the metaverse which has 230 million monthly users (Ball, 2022). This suggests that this virtual experience has a value to those that interact with it. This then brings into question whether the experience in OE will carry the same weight as it used to because young people’s reality does not exist without technology. Moreover, who they are as a person does not exist with their virtual identity. As this virtual reality increases at what point do the real and the virtual switch? Young people are changing the way they see themselves, others, and their surroundings (Sandford, and Quarmby, 2018). This poses a challenge for OE as the traditional experience that is created by the program does not fit today’s young people. If enough young people’s experiences were digital would that become the real experience and the non- digital the less authentic one? This poses a challenge for OE as participants are having a different medium to connect to experiences and if that connection is not done through a screen or virtual reality headset will they be able to authentically experience? Kolb (2015) has shown the importance of experiential learning and creating a lifelong learner. There is a potential challenge to this as the experience needs to be authentic but can it if the participants feel out of their comfort zone because they don’t interact with digital technology. Does this then strong-arm practitioners into integrating digital technology into their activities? Cuthbertson, Socha and Potter, 2004) suggest that digital technology can take away from the experience as the immersiveness of the experience is compromised by the interruption of digital technology. Showing the need for practitioners to find a balance so that learners can have an authentic experience and learn of OE whilst also not being impacted negatively by social media, be that distractions or social anxieties.

Digital technology is an important aid in minimizing the risk presented by hazards in the outdoor environment. It allows practitioners to have an escape plan as they can call out for help or extra assistance. Digital technology also provides extra navigation help allowing practitioners to pinpoint their location in an emergency (What3words, 2023). For this reason, the inclusion of digital technology for safety reasons is important (Harris, 2020). However, this creates a temptation for the practitioner to use the digital technology for recreational use. This could be seen by participants and if young people could create resentment as it is hypocritical, if they were not allowed their own devices. It does offer an opportunity for practitioners to demonstrate that these virtual realities are not needed and to offer an alternative to young people. The exclusion of digital technology could not be enforced however, as the learners could become distracted due to the fact they do not have access to their virtual creations. Practitioners can use Hills and Thomas’s (2020) framework to critically review the level of inclusion of digital technology in their outdoor adventure programmes. Bolliger and Shepherd (2017) show that digital technology can add to the educational outcomes with OE. Digital technology can be used in OE to enhance experiential learning for participants as it can be used as a resource to discover historical, cultural or scientific information about the area (Thomas and Munge, 2017). This could be linked with a sense of place allowing the participants to gain connectedness and therefore a more beneficial experience (Baker, 2005). Leather and Gibson (2019) suggest that digital technology provides greater affordances for learning in OE. Veletsianos and Doering (2010) found in their research that technology could be used in OE programmes to help make the programmes more adaptive. Digital technology can aid participants in there experiential learning as it can be used as a reflective tool, in the form of recordings (Drader, 2014). Drader (2014) suggested that practitioners could be focusing on their option of whether digital technology should be in OE rather than focusing on what the participants need. OE should have a benefit for the participants if not then it loses credibility. Therefore, it is important to keep the interests of the participants foremost. Technology can either be a distraction or opportunity. OE helps participants have a connection with nature. However, technology poses a distraction, from the environment, themselves, and others (Drader, 2014; Hodges, 2017). Digital technology provides an opportunity to connect urban communities with OE due to social networking. This is useful as it has been shown that a higher range of rural people take part in OE compared with urban areas (Mackenzie, et al., 2017). Social media is also able to promote an Ecocentric perspective (Jung and Oh, 2016).

This post-digital world adds layers of complexity to the impact of digital technology. This is since digital technology cannot be taken out of most situations whether OE practitioners agree with it or not (Reed, 2021). This can be shown through networked backchannels which can not been seen by the practitioners but can be a distraction, create problems around content control and bullying. However, this post-digital world is so ingrained in young people and has a part to play leading up to the activity, in the activity and after the activity (North, et al., 2021). Showing the depth and range of influence digital technology has on learners. This means OE programs need to take this into account. The activity is no longer the experience. The whole experience is much longer due to social networking.  The World Economic Forum is planning to have the ‘Great reset’ by 2030. Collimating all digital technology with an interconnected web of 5g satellites around the globe connecting every aspect of our life to digital technology and further increasing our use of virtual realities. A good example of this is the digital technology that is now graffitied into humans (Sutradhar. and Sumi, 2016). This presents potential issues for OE as it takes the choice of excluding digital technology from activities out of the hands of the practitioners entirely. If this were to be the new normal. It would add another layer of complexity to the authentic experience question for the learner. Owing to the possible increase in virtual identity and reality creation. 

It is clear digital technology creates several dimensions that young people hold to be important. Although there is a suggestion that there is an increase in anxiety, stress and fear of judgment due to this (MacIsaac, Kelly, and Gray). OE has been shown to be effective in countering some of these negative effects (Mutz, Müller, and Göring, ,2019). Excluding digital technology altogether, however, has been shown to cause more harm than good (Reed, 2021). This is moving far away from the traditional opinion of digital technology within OE at the start of the century (Wattow, 2001). A framework has been created to help OE programmers find a balance of opportunity and distraction (Hills, and Thomas, 2020; Hodges, 2017). Experiential learning has been shown to be an integral part of OE (Williams and Wainwright, 2020). The importance of this experience being authentic has been highlighted (Kolb, 2015, Williams and Wainwright, 2020). There is a question as to whether the experience becomes unauthentic because digital technology is not involved and for young people this is their reality. This again calls for a balance of integrated digital technology into OE programmes whilst maintaining learning outcomes through experiential learning and attention from the learners on the experience. Finding what learners perceive as their reality could be the key to understanding what they need for an authentic OE programme. Being able to ascertain the learner’s perspective will become increasingly important as our post-digital world expands creating further complexities. 
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