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Negative Psychological Issues of Outdoor Adventure Activities

The first part of this essay will examine three negative psychological impacts a participant may experience during outdoor adventure activities; adrenaline addiction, burnout, and fear/anxiety responses, going into extra depth on the third to propose management strategies for instructors to employ.

In some cases, the initial positive feelings elicited by adventure activities can become warped into something more problematic: adrenaline addiction (Reid and Brymer, 2022). Adventurous activities can create intense emotional states or strong stress and fear, which both trigger releases of adrenaline into the bloodstream, creating a dramatic and pleasurable experience for participants (Palmer, 2021). When adventurers develop addiction to these feelings, they can become dependent on escalating risk to increase the chemical response, increase frequency of participation, and even allow relationships to suffer (Heirene et al, 2016). Furthermore, adrenaline addiction can result in withdrawal symptoms typical of other addictions when unable to engage in their activity. In one study, when abstaining from adventure activities or extreme sports, participants described feeling restless, miserable, agitated, and frustrated (Heirene et al, 2016).

Alternatively, overindulgence in adventure activities can instead lead to burnout. Some causes of burnout in adventure can be frustration with the amount of planning and prepping required, financial stressors, attempting to reach certain goals or expectations, or a lack of novelty and challenge (Romanyshyn, 2025). Burnout results in a lack of motivation and reduced enjoyment of adventure, causing a person dealing with it to become tired, stagnant, stressed, overwhelmed, and trigger a reduction in performance when participating (Mutia et al, 2025; Wu et al, 2024). Additionally, when suffering from burnout in adventure activity, a person will no longer feel the restorative and energising effects typical of outdoor adventures (Romanyshyn, 2025). When these positive effects are lessened, the impact of fear and anxiety in adventure can become more pronounced in their absence.

Buckley and Carnicelli-Filho (Buckley, 2016; Carnicelli-Filho et al, 2010) describe fear and anxiety as a major part of the experience during adventure activities. To examine the effect of fear and anxiety, it is important to clarify how the two concepts differ. Fear can be easily described as an emotion, a feeling which passes through oneself to cause certain responses, but which will not linger much longer than the danger which motivates it (Reid and Brymer, 2022). In contrast, anxiety is a state of being which lingers for extended periods, sometimes triggering disproportionate emotional and physical responses to stimuli which are interpreted as danger (Reid and Brymer, 2022). This distinction is essential, as the emotion of fear is often wielded in the structure of adventure programs as a tool to create opportunities for growth, change, and development (Buckley, 2016; Holyfield and Fine, 2011). 

Fear and anxiety can both manifest in physical symptoms when the emotional experience is particularly strong (Holyfield and Fine, 2011). Examples of this effect can include tense muscles, increased heartrate, rapid or shallow breathing, sweating, trembling and weakness, while anxiety can also trigger issues like reduced concentration, sleeping issues, digestion issues and an impending sense of panic or doom over a longer period (Holyfield and Fine, 2011; Mayo Clinic, 2025).

Fear emerges during an activity not due to real danger present in it, but due to the cognitive impact imagination has on a participant. The perception of risk and loss of control, as well as anticipation of strong emotional experiences results in building fear before and during an adventure activity (Carnicelli-Filho et al; Reed and Smith, 2023). Anxiety becomes an issue when imagined outcomes and anticipation become disconnected from reality and overly focused on the future rather than the present, resulting in unnecessary fear of irrational misfortunes and a state of constant anxiousness, or even mental paralysis (Reid and Brymer, 2022).

Outdoor adventure can be seen as an opportunity to play with the fear elicited by activities perceived as risky or dangerous, allowing participants to leave comfort zones with the core knowledge of their own safety and pursue the unique experiences and opportunities for development offered by the emotion of fear (Cater, 2006). This emotional ‘game’ of balancing knowledge of safety with feelings of fear is then one of the driving forces for people to engage in outdoor adventure and pushes them to pursue greater challenges as they become more accustomed to these activities (Carnicelli-Filho et al, 2010).

During adventure activities, instructors take on the responsibility of managing and manipulating the fear of participants to achieve ideal outcomes through the conveyance of information (Morgan, 2000). Practitioners can relate to participants by referencing their own fears and how they overcame them, acknowledging the benefits of self-trust, bravery, and sense of accomplishment that were gained from the experience (Holyfield and Fine, 2011). Conversely, instructors can make the issue of fear worse for some participants when they misinterpret a situation. Practitioners may push participants beyond what they can reasonably be expected to manage, creating experiences too saturated by fear to gain any real benefit, losing out on the personal development afforded by adventures beyond one’s comfort zone. This can be exacerbated by the issue of participants wanting to please facilitators and behave according to expectations, causing them to describe experiences as beneficial or positive when in reality the fear or anxiety of a situation was overwhelming (Holyfield and Fine, 2011). This can go ever further when participants do express or display their fear but are made to feel embarrassed or devalued by the response of instructors or other participants.

Due to the internal, personal nature of fear and anxiety, managing and removing fear from a situation must in many ways be addressed on an individual level, rather than with sweeping solutions that could not accommodate everyone. One more general strategy to manage fear of an activity before it is outwardly expressed is to ensure participants are starting at an appropriate level for their experience and easing into more fear-inducing activities (NHS, 2025). For example, introducing a group to a simple short indoor climb before taking them to a high abseil outdoors. This could both avoid reactions of fear by easing into activities and provide opportunities to recognise where fear may become an issue for participants in the future.

Once fear or anxiety present themselves in a participant, more direct efforts can be made to manage these and lessen their impact. The first step in managing fear is to help a participant process and understand it, interpreting what exactly they fear about an activity and why, and what the physical and mental effects of that fear are (Knowledge and Science Bulletin Board System, 2023; NHS, 2025). This will prevent confusion from compounding the emotions of fear and anxiety and can allow a person to begin properly reducing its impact on their experience. Next, a practitioner should help a participant to examine individual situations to recognise when and how their fears are triggered, how to anticipate the onset of fear and what activities may be too much for them to handle at that time (NHS, 2025). 

With this understanding gained, a practitioner can then assist a participant in engaging with activities which trigger their fear and anxiety. One strategy to assist with this stage could be guiding a participant through visualisation techniques. Often used by athletes, visualisation involves a participant imagining themselves completing an activity in a calm and relaxed manner, succeeding in its completion without becoming overwhelmed by fear (Knowledge and Science Bulletin Board System, 2023). Guiding a participant through this process can reduce anxiety or fear and help them feel more self-assured of their ability to perform an activity. This can be paired with the more general strategy of building up from easier, less fear-inducing activities to improve confidence before participants encounter greater fear in more advanced activities (Knowledge and Science Bulletin Board System, 2023; NHS, 2025). Finally, it is important that a participant is encouraged to truly feel and examine fear whilst experiencing it, and not just after it has passed. Recognising the feeling and putting a participant’s developed understanding of their fear to use in the moment can help to rationalise the reaction in the moment, helping a person find the strength to continue, or prove to themselves that they are capable of coping with it (NHS, 2025).

Data Analysis

The Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2 (CSAI-2) uses a number of questions on a Likert scale to examine three main features of anxiety. Somatic anxiety refers to the emotional, physical reaction a person might have to anxiety, including elevated heart rate, muscle tension or stiffness, sweating, hyperventilation, trembling, and increased cortisol (Daley and Reardon, 2024; Parfitt and Pates, 1999; Mercader-Rubio et al, 2023; Ree et al, 2008). Cognitive anxiety instead describes the thought process behind anxiety, often described as ‘worry’; this includes the imagining of potential outcomes, intrusive thoughts, disruption and struggle with concentration (Daley and Reardon, 2024; Parfitt and Pates, 1999; Mercader-Rubio et al, 2023; Ree et al, 2008). The final attribute examined in the CSAI-2 is confidence, referring simply to a participant’s belief in their ability to succeed (Dingley, 2021).

The table and graph below present the results of research using the CSAI-2 to document anxiety one week before a caving trip, the morning of a caving trip, and immediately prior to a caving trip. The data shows the mean results gathered from 16 participants in the research.



The data presents a clear trend for participants, both somatic and cognitive anxiety rose gradually as the caving activity grew closer, while confidence steadily decreased over time. These results suggest that the closer the time of the activity came, the more anxious and uncertain participants were of their ability to perform the activity, possibly due to participants spending more time considering the activity as it drew closer, causing them to recognise issues that may occur. Alternatively, the anticipation of the activity itself may have caused anxiety to naturally build up over time.

Similar studies into anxiety for adventure or sports activities can both support this conclusion and add further context. Research into athletes’ anxiety before competitions consistently suggests that cognitive anxiety increases steadily in the days or hours prior, solidifying into worries about performance, opponents, intrusive thoughts and consequences of failure, supporting the idea that the time for anticipation and imagining potential outcomes contribute to cognitive anxiety (Hanton et al, 2009; Hanton et al, 2002; Hanton et al, 2004). Conversely, somatic anxiety and the physical symptoms associated are often found to remain low and steady until the hours immediately preceding a competition, when it is often found to sharply rise and present itself, possibly in response to the body preparing physically for the activity ( Hanton et al, 2002; Hanton et al, 2004; Hanton et al, 2009). This nuance in the differences between how somatic and cognitive anxiety increase prior to an activity cannot be seen in the data gathered from the caving trip. Although somatic anxiety increased more overall (rising 8.625 points compared to 5.5 points for cognitive anxiety), this change happened steadily across all three data collection points rather than in a sharp increase immediately prior to the activity. This could suggest a significant difference in how athletes experience anxiety compared to more casual adventurers or could be the result of the caving trip data having only three data point to rely on for results.

On the topic of self-confidence, preexisting research suggests that this metric remains relatively stable in the time before an activity, showing little fluctuation, no trend of increase or decrease (Hanton et al, 2009; Hanton et al, 2004). Instead, this standard level of confidence is more often used as an indicator of how a participant will react to the anxiety they experience (Hanton et al, 2009; Hanton et al, 2004; Jones and Hanton, 2001). Individuals with high self-confidence are more likely to perceive their anxiety as facilitative for their performance, a perception which is associated with success and improved performance, while individuals with a lower standard score for self-confidence often perceive anxiety as purely debilitative, which interferes negatively with performance (Hanton et al, 2004; Jones and Hanton, 2001; Nanda, 2023; Cheng and McCarthy, 2018). Supporting this interpretation, Sanchez et al (Sanchez et al, 2010) found that climbers with higher somatic anxiety prior to competition were more successful than their counterparts, even when accounting for differences in baseline abilities.

This again contrasts the data collected for the caving trip, which showed a steady decrease in confidence across all three data points. This could potentially be another issue of the difference in sample groups, as much of the preexisting research studies the anxiety and confidence of competing athletes, rather than the casual adventurers that were subjects for the caving data. The difference in how confidence changes or does not change could suggest that there are significant difference in how these groups respond to anxiety in the time prior to an activity, however without more similar evidence to support or compare it to, the potential that the caving trip data is an outlier or otherwise flawed cannot be ruled out.

Conclusion

As much as outdoor adventure can be greatly beneficial to participants, it is important to acknowledge the negative impacts it can have on a person and their experience. This essay examined three of those negatives: fear and anxiety, adrenaline addiction, and burnout. Being aware of such negative impacts is essential for practitioners to manage and anticipate them when they occur during an adventure. Additionally, the data analysis exposes differences in the caving trip data compared to preexisting research, suggesting a need for future research to examine this discrepancy and determine its importance to the fields of adventure and anxiety research.
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