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Background “We live in uncertain times, characterised by significant global environmental threats, social issues, and economic instability” (Hill, 2012 
p.15). The environmental crisis is a significant factor in destabilising the balance of a sustainable society. Outdoor adventurous activities offer a plethora of 
unique learning opportunities and have been shown to advocate pro-environmental behaviour (Hill, 2012; Eigenschenk, 2019). Prince (2017) identifies 
outdoor adventure educators as being key in constructing and nurturing such educational adventurous experiences. An outdoor adventure educator may 
evolve a pro-environmental attitudes, through fundamental experiences. This pilot study looked to follow a line of enquiry into the significant life 
experiences (SLE) of this chosen demographic. The seminal author in this field Tanner (1980), identified SLE as being a potential advancement in the field 
of environmental education research. A path more recently still being followed by Wigglesworth and Heintzman (2021), leading to the proposal that 
contributing to the body of knowledge in this field could be of benefit. 

Purpose of study To discover any commonality within life experiences that have led to the development of a pro-environmental ethos. 

Commonality to be compared within the current research cohort and with previous research findings. Explore a method of data gathering that could 
provide greater depth and meaning to the SLE disclosed by combining retrospective interviews with autobiographical timeline accounts. 

Method

• Participants (n = 4): The selection criteria - actively engaged in outdoor adventurous activities whilst actively promoting pro-environmental behaviour. 

• A small cohort attempting to represent a cross section of the pro-environmental outdoor adventure education sector, who hold different roles and are 

involved in outdoor adventurous activities in contrasting ways. 

The data gathering process took the form of semi structured interviews, with 50% of the cohort simply interviewed utilising a framework of questions to 
standardise the interview process. The remaining respondents were asked to perform a preparatory timeline task prior to the interview. A ‘theoretical’ 
thematic analysis was conducted following the six steps outlined by Braun and Clarke (2006), using the original coding identified in Tanner’s (1980) work. 
The social constructivist agenda of the author was supported by striving to interpret and define themes at a latent level by considering the wider socio-
cultural influences intermingled within participants responses.

Key Findings

Engaging with the outdoors 

• Frequent engagement with the outdoors was a significantly high recurring 

recollection, predominantly via the medium of outdoor activities such as walking, 
kayaking, climbing and coasteering, from a young age and throughout life.


• Engagement was often instigated and supported by outdoor orientated groups 
such as scouts or clubs. 


• Regular engagement in the outdoors has been a significant influence upon career 
choices that has led to an environmental education focused delivery.


Interacting with Habitats

• Often identified childhood interaction with natural habitats.

• Regularly described incidents of witnessing damage to the natural environment.

• Frequently outlined desires to protect special places and habitats.

• It is possible to see that engagement with the natural environment from an 

educational perspective of learning about species and their habitats could have 
led to the desire to protect it and educate others to do so.


Positive parental influence 

• Respondents reported positive influences of parents upon developing 

engagement with nature and outdoor activities. 

The potential of overseas travel.

• Potentially significant influence of international travel to provide experiences that 

were a catalyst for changing environmental attitudes. 

“We all have those stories about being asked about getting proper jobs and that, but certainly with the world we are in at the moment 
it is actually a really important place to be. I feel very thankful I’ve had the opportunities to find myself in a job like this”. R2 (2022)

Summary & Conclusion The key findings of this study may demonstrate that meaningful experiences in natural environments, whilst 
participating in adventurous activities could lead to moments of environmental realisation. These changes in environmental attitude are arguably more 
potent due to the deeper connection with the places these outdoor adventure educators have chosen to call their playground and consequently their 
workplace. Providing the knowledge, skills, confidence, and motivation to inspire others to adopt pro-environmental behaviours.  

The significant life experiences described by these contemporary outdoor adventure educators draw significant parallels with the with the 
autobiographical accounts of the leading conservationists analysed by Tanner (1980). Albeit with present-day socio-cultural influences impacting the 
manner in which such outdoor interactions are made. Arguably the modern-day environmentalist may no longer be a hunter or fisherman but perhaps a 
kayaker or coasteering guide. 

The data gathered via semi-structured interviews has presented intriguing results. The respondents who completed the time-line task reported the 
usefulness of the task in enabling them to recall past events more effectively. Upon closer review of the recordings, it was possible to hear how the 
reflections were more fluid and coherent, compared to those who had not been given the opportunity to prepare. 

The somewhat promising findings of this pilot study have inspired the researcher to further explore this line of inquiry. As stated in the opening statement, 
considerable responsibility for the educational potency of outdoor adventure education sits with the practitioner. So, gaining a deeper understanding of 
the formative experiences of current pro-environmental practitioners, could lead to clearer pathways to developing a greater density of environmentally 
focused outdoor adventure practitioners in the future. 
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