A Critical discussion on Micro-adventures as ‘an enticing alternative to current and post pandemic conditions’

Amid the global pandemic life shifted, and our approach to many parts of life has been fundamentality questioned. One of those questions has been how do we spend our time, and more specifically, how do we experience adventure? Mackenzie and Goodnow (2020) suggest that the pandemic offers a timely opportunity to examine that approach to adventure and expeditions, and present micro adventures as the solution moving forwards. Alastair Humpherys, who coined the concept, describes micro adventures as “close to home: cheap, simple, short” and yet “still captures the essence of big adventures,” (2014, p.14). In their article Meckenzie and Goodnow identify that the pandemic has put a spotlight on the hypocrisy of the adventure industries approach to providing sustainability (2020 p.64), and the conditions of the pandemic have required people around the world to question the ethics of travelling further afield with the potential medical, environmental and cultural impacts. Micro adventures perhaps provide a timely solution that satisfy many of the psychological and physical benefits associated with adventure, whilst also meeting the current expectations and standards set out in a post pandemic world. Furthermore, in the context of Wales, it fits neatly into the desired direction of education curriculum, offering the outdoor industry and opportunity to lead the way in a new approach to adventure for an upcoming generation. Micro-adventures won’t satisfy all the same demands that large scale adventures offered before, and they don’t need to. Some of those demands are unhelpful and unsustainable and should be seriously questioned. On the other hand, it is not always wrong to want to go further, but perhaps we should be more restrained in deciding when that is. 
Adventure, the outdoors and travel became enormously popular over the past few decades. There have been numerous health benefits associated with these activities ranging from an increase in self confidence and self-esteem, building social skills, developing resilience, and even promoting well-being (Mackenzie and Goodnow, 2020, p. 63 and Anderson, 2021, p.5). As well as the enormous amount of world tourism, the industry has grown with gap years and international school expeditions providing services worldwideThey have presented themselves as an opportunity to build life skills and “prepare young people for life,” (Outlook, 2022). The pandemic brought this to a sudden halt, allowing us to assess these industries more carefully, and examine their true cost. In doing so it has become increasingly clear that we are uncovering a very “sick industry” full of hypocrisy in the way it presents itself (Benjamin, Dillette and Alderman, 2020). 
Several key conditions of the pandemic have led us to examine the travel, adventure, and expedition industries. First, we have become more aware of the consequences and ease of transmitting diseases, and the huge burden that can create on health services worldwide (Mackenzie and Goodnow, 2020, p. 63). This has brought into serious question how we travel, and the potential costs of falling back into the pattern of international travel pre-pandemic. Second is the impact our travel and adventures have had environmentally. With long term exposure to air pollution estimated to be accountable for over 8 million excess deaths a year, it was impossible to ignore that Nitrogen dioxide, a key contributor to asthma worldwide, was down 60% in populated areas during the first lockdowns (Venter et al., 2020 pp.18984-18985). Third, international travel and expeditions are expensive, and create a serious problem around equity when presented as a goal or solution for our communities. The expense and scale are too much for many families, and in the current economic context, they only make wealth gaps more obvious. Finally, there are serious questions about the way expeditions and tourism have promoted unhealthy stereotypes and regularly demonstrated cultural insensitivity. I experienced this first hand when I led a group to Borneo where I watched uncomfortably as we watched some ‘authentic local dancing’ at a resort that had obviously catered to western expectations. Growing up in Morocco I regularly saw scores of groups arrive for expeditions with no consideration for what was appropriate to wear in the mountain villages. With these considerations in mind, it becomes abundantly clear that adventure and tourism industry is not viable in its pre-pandemic form (Benjamin, Dillette and Alderman, 2020; Mackenzie and Goodnow, 2020). 
In light of this there is an opportunity, and as Benjamin et al. (2020) identify, a responsibility, to reform the way we interpret these industries. While Micro adventures were perhaps coined as a concept more recently (Humphreys, 2014), they have always existed. They have, however, maybe not received the attention they deserve until more recently. Many of the issues raised around large-scale adventures and travel that I identified are alleviated by reducing the scales of adventure and reframing the very concept of having an adventure. By having low cost, close to home adventures you are able to reduce emissions, transmission of diseases, and increase accessibility while still providing many of the same physical and perhaps more long-lasting psychological benefits (Mackenzie and Goodnow, 2020, p.67). Furthermore, by making it more accessible it can help tackle some other societal problems such as low levels of outdoor interaction amongst children and obesity, which currently affects 60% of the Welsh population (Outdoor Alliance, 2021). By promoting a culture that engages in regular and accessible micro adventures, we could create a far richer example for future generations. 
The new Welsh curriculum (2022a) is all about promoting their students to improve in four key areas: “ambitious and capable learners, healthy and confident individuals, ethical and informed citizens, and enterprising and creative contributors,” (Welsh Government, 2022b). When you examine the curriculum in more depth it becomes immediately obvious that there are so many cross overs between the desired outcomes of the curriculum and the benefits already identified (Anderson, 2021, p.5) in outdoor activities run at centres. Currently most primary schools engage in at least one activity week where they are involved in a range of outdoor activities. Many of the activities run at these centres are new and perhaps unlikely to be regularly revisited after their residential weeks. While this does not negate many of the positive aspects that come out of these activities (Anderson, 2021, p.5), there is perhaps an opportunity to reframe some of the week to teaching the groups how to engage with micro-adventures of their own. In doing so we could promote a shift in culture around children engaging with appropriate micro adventures on a more regular basis, and in doing so promote the kind of people the Welsh curriculum is wanting to support.
Considering all the consequences associated with international tourism and large-scale adventures, it could perhaps be easy to decide they have no place in a post pandemic world. While I would argue that this is the direction we should generally be moving, there are still occasions where we should allow for these large-scale trips and adventures.  Nims Purja recently completed the winter ascent of K2 after previously completing the 14 highest peaks in the world at a record speed. The impact of this enormous expedition has been monumental for the non-western mountaineering community (Beaumont, 2021). Very occasionally someone, or a group of people does something so incredible that it inspires a generation. Climbing K2 in winter is not cheap, accessible, or even good for the environment. It has, however, shown that someone from a poor background with few opportunities at hand can achieve remarkable things, which has immense value (Prasain, 2019). 
As Mackenzie and Goodnow (2020) identified, the conditions of the pandemic have forced us to evaluate what it means to experience adventure, and whether we have been doing it the right way. While there have been a number of positives associated with large scale tourism and expeditions, they have come at a heavy cost. Transmission of disease, environmental impacts, cultural insensitivity, and heavy financial costs all beg whether it is in fact worth it? By promoting smaller scale adventures, we can not only reduce the impact of our expeditions, but also make them more regular and accessible. This in turn has the potential for mor long lasting psychological and physical benefits. The outdoor industry and education sectors can use micro adventures as a way of promoting a healthier future for young people in Wales by promoting the same values laid out in the curriculum. While there may be occasions where large scale expeditions still have a place in inspiring positive change, there is a lot to be said for a society that embraces a more sustainable and healthy approach to an adventurous life – an micro adventures might just be the key. 
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