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1t has not been easy for the human race to survive, Through
millions of years our ancestors have been challenged by
all kinds of trials and tribulations: ice ages, saber-toothed
tigers, droughts and diseases. If we are still here, it is be-
cause they were able to develop a superb array of survival
tools. Some of these are well-known: our complex brain,
our nimble fingers, our ability to cooperate, and of course
the various technologies these made possible, ranging from
the taming of fire to the splicing of genes. But there is one
advantage we know less about, even though it must have
been indispensable to our ancestors in their long struggle
to survive in amysterious and dangerous environment. This
advantage is the enjoyment we derive from exploring the
unknown and confronting the unexpected.

During the course of evolution, we have learned to
enjoy those activities that are necessary for individual sur-
vival and the reproduction of the species. Human life would
have disappeared long ago from earth if we did not derive
pleasure from food and sex. Physiological rewards have
been built over time into our bodies so that we may feel
good when we do what needs to be done. But man does
not live by bread alope. To survive in an unpredictable
and dangerous environment, human beings must also en-
joy a certain amount of novelty and danger.

And this is indeed the case. Some day we shall be
able to document exactly the physiological benefit that
“adrenaline rushes” provide rock climbers or sky divers,
or the reiease of endorphins that a “runner’s high™ brings
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to the nervous system of athletes, In the meantime, even
though we lack an understanding of the biological mecha-
nisms, it is quite clear that facing the challenge of the un-
known is generally felt to be pleasurable by most people.
The “spirit of adventure™ is not dead, and it must have
been strong and healthy through the endless stretches of
nameless centuries in which our ancestors struggled to gain
a foothold on the earth.

In our studies, we have found that people involved in
adventurous pursuits such as rock climbing (Csikszent-
mihalyi, 1975, Mitchell, 1983), solo long-distance sailing
(Macbeth, 1988), polar explorations (Logan, 1985), spe-
lupking (Massimini and Carli, 1986), and a variety of simi-
lar endeavors, report a state of optimal expenience we have
called flow. To understand why E0Venture 1 5o attractive,

they experience flow.

Characteristics of
the Flow Experience

Flow describes a state of experience that is engrossing,
intrinsically rewarding, and “outside the parameters of *
worTy and poredom " (Csiiszentminalyl, 1973570 Since 1ts “
|AToaTTTon some 14 vears ago, the flow concept has been '
applied theoretically in a variety of disciplines, including
psvchology. cultiral antnropolegy. and sociology. Its 1m-
pact has probably been strongest in the study of free ums:
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play, sports. leisure. and recrearion i Csikszentmihalyi.
1969, 1975). On a wider level. the cumulating research
from these years has resulted in its application in sduca-
tional, clinical. and commercial settings (Csikszentmihalyi
and Csikszentmihalyi, 1988).

The flow concept emerged from observing and inter-
viewing people who expended much time and energy on
activitigs that providsd few =xtrinsic rewards such as
MOney oI Teco gnition: artists, rock climbers. dancers, mu-
sic composers, amateur athletes, high-school basketball
players (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Their answers suggested
a comnmon set of characteristics that constituted a feeling
of enjoyment, well-being and competence that distin-
guished their particular involvement from the less satisfy-
ing events common to most of everyday life. Since what
motivated the activity usually seemed not to be external
rewards but the activity itself, the conclusion was that it
was rhe guality of the sublecrive experience itself that made
the behavior intnnsically rewarding.

What are the elements of the flow experience that make
it a desirable and motivating state? Certainly a crucial one
is the level of absorption of the person with the activity. In
a flow state there is characteristically a total involvement
with the chosen activity, one which typically offers con-
stant challenges that have to be met with appropriate skills,
and the ability to match these provides immediate and grati-
fying feedback. An underlying assumption of flow-pro-
ducing activites is that they “are ways for people to test
the limits of their being, to transcend their former concep-
tion of self by extending skills and undergoing new expe-
rience” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 26). Although ideally
flow would be the result of pure involvement, some people
need other inducements, such as competition, extrinsic
rewards (money, recognition, or the prestige and glamour
associated with certain activities), and the risk involved in
physical danger, to get involved in flow actvities. But when
the activity itself becomes the goal, when it becomes a
flow-producing experience, the following characteristics
are what make it worthy of repetition to the participant:

1. A person in flow knows clearly what must
be done, and gets quick feedback about how
well he or she is doing. Goals and means are
logically ordered, so that it is possible to fore-
see the results of alternative actions. A ten-
nis player always knows she must return the

o ball to the opponent’s court, and the goal of

a chess player is to mate the opponent’s king
before his own is mated. The many ambigu-
ities of everyday life are banished. However,
in flow there is no pause to evaluate the feed-
back, the person is too involved with the ex-
perience to reflect on it. Action and reaction
have become so well-synchronized that the
resulting behavior is automatic. This is true
even in endeavors that are not as clear-cut as
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those of a tenms or chess player. A composer
of music and an explorer set for themselves
tasks thar are much more open-ended: how-
ever, they must have within themselves cer-
tain internalized goals that allow them to rec-
ognize positive feedback. For instance, the
composer’s goal is to write down certain
chords and harmonies imagined in the mind;
if the notes sound right when played back,
the feedback is positive. The explorer may
not have a specific goal in mind, but each
day some objective must be set and achieved.
Without knowing whether they are doing
well, neither could feel the enjoyment that
makes their efforts a flow experience.
Because goals and feedback are so clear, the
flow experience involves a merging of ac-
tion and awareness. A person in flow has no
dualistic perspective: there is awareness of
the actions but not of the awareness itself.
Al the attention is concentrated on the rel-
evant stimuli, and one stops being aware of
oneself as separate from what is being en-
gaged in. This feeling was aptly described
by an expert rock climber in our sample: “You
are so involved in what you are doing [that)
you aren't thinking of yourself as separate
from the immediate activity. ... You don’t
see yourself as separate from what you are
doing.” A dancer described her feelings when
a performance is going well in very similar
terms: “Your concentration is very complete.
Your mind isn’t wandering, you are not think-
ing of something else; you are totally in-
volved in what you are doing. . . . Your body
is awake all over.. .. Your energy is flowing
very smoothly, You feel relaxed, comfortable,
and energetic.” Although the flow experience
may appear effortless, it often requires strenu-
ous physical exertion or highly disciplined
mental activity. For this reason it is difficult
to maintain for any length of time without at
least momentary interruptions.

This merging of action and awareness is made
possible by a third characteristic of flow ex-
periences: a centering of attention on a lim-
ited stimulus field. To ensure that people will
concentrate on their actions, potentially in-
truding stimuli must be kept out of attention;
il.e., one’s consciousness is “narrowed” so
that irrelevant stimuli are excluded. In play
and leisure activities, the rules of the game
tend to perform this function. In less struc-
tured activities, certain routines and settings
facilitate the limiting of the stimulus field and
the keeping of attention on what is going on.
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The imporiant thing is that irrelevant infor-
mation is weeded out A mountaineer de-
scribes the results of this complete focusing
of attention on what is going on: “When
vou're [climbing] you're not awars of other
problematic life simations. It becomes a
warld unto its own, significant only to itself.
It's a concentration thing. Once you're mto
the situation, it's incredibly real, and you're
very much in charge of it. It becomes your
total world.” A basketball player expresses
the same idea; “The court—that's all that
matters. . .. Sometimes on court I think of a
problem, like fighting with my steady girl,
and 1 think that's nothing compared to the
game, You can think about 2 problem all day
but as soon as you get in the game, the hell
with it!” And a dancer sums up the benefits
emerging from this centering of attention on
a limited stimulus field: “I get a feeling that]
don't get anywhere else. ... I have more con-
fidence in myself than any other tme. . ..
Dance is like therapy. If I am troubled about
something, I leave it out of the dooras I go
in [the dance studic].”

A consequence of this intense concentration
is 2 jourth characteristic of the flow experi-
ence, often described as “loss oigg_q_" and
“sali-forgetfulness.” When an activity com-
pletely mvolves a person with its demands
for action, the self which serves 1o negotiate
hetween a person’s actions and those of oth-
erg i DO longer necessary. Although i some
situations a person may lose touch with his
own physical reality, in others there may be
a heightened awareness of internal processes.
What is usually lost in flow is not the aware-
ness of one’s body or of one’s functions, but
only the self-construct, the “T” as the actor
or intermediary that a person learns to imter-
pose between stimulug and response. A per-
son making a difficult ascent has to concen-
wrate on his mountain-climber role in order
to survive and cannot afford to bring into
question apy other aspect of his szlf, Even
the possible threat from the mountain itself
doss not intrude because a good climber feels
well-equipped to face the challenges pre-
sented to him, and does not nezd to bring the
self into play. The loss of the sense of gelf is
sometimes accompanied by a feeling of union
with the environment, whether it is the moun-
tain one is climbing, or one’s team, Of eVen
the universe. The sense of time may also
change: hours may seem (O pass by in mun-
utes. or the intensity of the coneentration and
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the heightened awareness may give seconds

2 feeling of incredible depth and mfinity. This

lack of preoccupation with the self, this loss

of self-consciousness paradoxically allows

people to expand their self-concept: what

emergss is a feeling of self-trangcendence,

of the boundaries of the self being expanded.

Thus 2 good violinist, surrounded by the
stream of sound she helps to create, may feel

she is part of the “harmony of the spheres.”
A climber may begin to feel a sense of kin-
ship developing between fingers and rock,
between the vulnerable body and the sur-
rounding stone, sky, and wind. An ocean
sailor during a long night watch will begin
to feel that the boat is an extension of him-
self, moving to the same rhythms and to a
common goal, In each case the person be-
comes part of a conerete system of action
greater than the individual self. This expan-
sion of one's being, accompanied by a suc-
cessful matching of skills to challenges, is
deeply enjoyable, and at the same time it pro-
duces a .person enriched by Dew achieve-
ments and a stronger confidence.

People in flow feel potentally in contral of
fheir actions and of the environment. Rather
than an active awareness of control, one
ceases to worTy about losing control, as one
often does in real life. This feeling is true even
in situations where the objective dangers are
quite real—hang-ghding, deep-zea diving,
spelunking, race car dnving, rock climbing—
vet they are seen a8 predictable and manage-
able. Risktakers often claim that their enjoy-
ment comes not from the danger itself, but
from their ability to minimize it, from their
feeiing that they are able (0 contro] poten-
tially dangerous forees. Rock climbers must
always be aware of two [ypes of problematic
simarions: “objective dangers™ such as fall-
ing rock, drastic drops in temperature, sud-
den storms, even avalanches; and “subjec-
tive dangers” related to the climber ‘s lack of
skill, such as being unable to correctly esti-
mate the difficulty of a rockface in relation
to one’s ability. Yet the whole point of climb-
ing is 10 avoid objectve dangers a5 much as
passible. and 1o eliminate subjective dangers
entirely by rigorous discipline and sound
preparation, As & result many good climbers
maintain that their mountaineering exploits
are far less dangerous than crossing a busy
siraet in a large city: they feel that the objec-
tive dangers presented by the crowds. buses.
and taxj drivers are less predictable than those

entmihaivi: Adventure and the Flow Experience
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on a mountain. which can be overcome by
skills. Sailors who have circumnavigated the
earth's vast oceans alone on 2 small boat have
expressed the same types of feelings. Itis this
confidence of being able to exercise control
through one's skills that not only makes flow
experiences enjoyable but also ensures a de-
sire for their repetition.

6. The final characteristic of the flow experi-
ence is its autotelic nature. The components
of the flow state are usually so enjoyable and
psychically rewarding, and so unlike the
drudgery of most of life, that there is a desire
to repeat activities that produce the flow ex-
perience. Even if initally done for extrinsic
reasons, the activity becomes intrinsically
rewarding. Some surgeons get so involved
in their work that they volunteer their ser-
vices to local hospitals while on vacation
because they find using their skills more en-
joyable than sitting on a beach. Children
forced to take music lessons may in time get
to enjoy playing music for its own sake if
they begin to hear the results of using their
skills. The same happens to high-school
mathematics students who are able to match
their skills to the increasingly complex prob-
lems being presented in the classrooms.

The Importance of
the Flow Experience

Why is the flow experience important? Probably because
it provides a key to understanding the strivings of the self
and illustrates the human search for an improved quality
of individual well-being. The fact that many flow activi-
ties are rarely extrinsically rewarded, or at least not re-
warded to the extent of the effort involved, illustrates the
fact that man needs more than the fulfillment of geneti-
cally programmed needs. Both Csikszentmihalyi (1975)
and Mitchell (1983) have shown that persons with jobs
and statuses viewed as highly desirable by others look for
flow experiences outside their everyday work and social
settings. Moreover, as modern life becomes more and more
complex, feelings of apathy on the one hand and alien-
ation on the other may become even more widespread, and
increasing numbers of persons will strive to find situations
in which they feel that what they do is of their own choice
and under their own control.

An extreme example of this search for improved ex-
perience are the full-time ocean cruisers studied by
Macbeth (1988), many of whom feel that everyday life
contains meaningless goals, alienates the person from the
rhythms of nature, and is antagonistic to the autonomy of
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the individual. In ocean cruising they find the sense of ful-
fillment and enjoyment of life that was missing in their
previous endeavors. As a result they go so far as to drop
out of sociery to pursue an autotelic but solitary lifestyle
that they feel gives them autonomy and cheice, and en-
hances their identity and sense of competence. These, of
course, are the same goals that are central to acrivizies such
as rock climbing, chess playing, or adventure seeking; the

difference is that such flow experiences are rarely pursued

full time. Most people will continue to find their flow ex-
perience in free-time activities, although some are lucky
enough to find it on their jobs. Other people, who may

- possess what we call an “autotelic personality,” are actu-

ally able to structure flow into compulsory activities such
as school or work-—simations to which many others re-
spond with boredom or frustration. Ideally, of course,
school and work, which take up so many years of a person’s
life, would be structured to provide flow experiences to a
maximum number of people (Delle Fave and Massimini,
1988: Rathunde, 1988).

Flow and
Adventure Education

Where does adventure education fit into the picture? Cer-
tainly it responds to the human desire for novelty, discov-
ery, uncertainty, and problem solving. The pursuit of these
attributes assumes that people are motivated by intrinsic
rewards, in addition to extrinsic rewards based on physi-
ological drives, stimulus-response, and social condition-
ing. Hebb (1955), Berlyne (1960), and others have intro-
duced into modern psychology the idea that organisms need
to do more than satisfy preprogrammed needs, that an op-
timal level of stimulation is also needed. One may extrapo-
late from this position that a person will enjoy an activity
if it offers a pattern of stimulation not ordinarily available
in the environment; it must also have been freely chosen
(deCharms, 1976; Deci and Ryan, 1985), and allow the
person to use his physical, sensory, or intellectual poten-
tial in a new or challenging way. However, this does not
explain why certain activities are considered enjoyable and
others are not. '

By interviewing participants in “autotelic” activities
in our pilot studies, we were able to separate eight items
that were regularly cited as reasons for enjoying such ac-
tivities. These jtems were then introduced to the later
sample groups studied, who were asked to rank their par-
ticular activity according to a questionnaire containing both
intrinsic and extrinsic reasons for enjoying the activity
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). The “autotelic factor” of each
activity was determined by the ranking given to each rea-
son. The eight factors were:

1. the enjovment of the experience and the use
of skills;
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the activity itself: the pattern, the action, the
world it provides;

friendship, companionship;

development of personal skills;

measuring self against own ideals;
emotional release;

competition, measuring self against others;
and

8. prestige, regard, glamour,

~J N A wo

Advenrure participants would probably rank the rea-
sons for the activities they undertake in an order very simi-
lar to that given by rock climbers (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975)
and full-time ocean cruisers (Macbeth, 1988), who rated
“the enjoyment of the experience and the use of skills;”
and “the activity itself: the pattern, the action, the world it
~rovides,” as the two top items. Adventure activites, hav-

'w extrinsic rewards, are a way of challenging one-
se)i to participate in experiences that are removed from
everyday opportunities, that may use skills not called for
in daily routines, or conversely, as a way of developing

skills that one admires and would like to acquire. The mi--

lieu in which these skills are practiced—the environment
as well as the individuals sharing the same interests and
goals—is probably also an important factor. The impor-
tance of the other items is likely to vary with the person
and the particular activity being engaged in.

Like participants in other autotelic activities, adven-
ture participants are searching for a peculiar state of expe-

jence, an experience that is rarely accessible in everyday
life. As Mitchell (1983) has pointed out in connection with
the choice of mountaineering as an avocation, “the key
concept, the desirable condition, the sought-after goal of
climbing is the social-psychological condition of flow.”
‘What is being sought is the experience corresponding to
- »nusual match berwesn person and environment. The
‘nges and skills in question are based on real elements
s the situation—such as the waves confronting the sailor—
but what effectively determines the quality of the experi-
ence is the person s subjective estimation of what the level
of challenges and skills are at any given time.

The flow model suggests that to derive enjoyment from
life reliably requires the ability to get into flow, stay in it,
and make the process evolve, This in turn depends on a
capacity to structure interaction with the environment in a
way that facilitates flow. Specifically the characteristics
of the autotelic experience correspond to capacities to (1)
focus attention on the present moment and the activity at
hand; (2) define one’s goals in an activity and identify the

eans for reaching them: and (3) seek feedback and focus
on its informational aspects. In addition to these abilities.
the dependence of enjoyment on a balancing of challenges
and skills suggests the importance of a capacity to con-
tinuouslv adjust this balance by using anxiety and bore-
“ ag information, and identfving new challenges as

Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi: Adventure and the Flow Experience

skills grow. Being able to tolerate the anxiety-provoking
interactions that test one’s skills also appears to be impor-
tant. Finally, other atibutes are likely to have an effect
outside of the particular interaction; among these would
be the ability to delay gratfication, which is necessary for
the eventual enjoyment of actvities that require 2 signifi-
cant investment of energy before they start providing in-
trinsic rewards. Clearly all of these are important in ad-
venture activities. As Priest and Baillie (1987) have pointed
out, good adventure education consists of an accurate
evaluation of both the environmental dangers being pur-
sued (risk) and the individual ability of each participant to
confront them (competence). It is the careful matching of
risk and competence in situations of progressing complex-
ity that produces the experiences characteristic of the flow
state. Eventually those who are able to find enjoyment in
adventure activities made on purpose to provide autotelic
experiences, are more likely to begin finding flow in other
areas of life as well. Indeed, a new range of activities may
be opened to them as avenues for enjoyment. And when
people derive enjoyment from their daily lives, they will
spend less time feeling apathetic, anxious, or bored.

This ability to match ever-complexifying skills and
challenges produces feelings of enjoyment and achieve-
ment that lead to a stronger and more confident sense of
self. Over the millions of years of evolution, humans have
been challengeéd by many trials. Rather than giving up,
they have met these head-on, and have even managed to
derive pleasure from facing the unknown and the unex-
pected. By being able to turn adversity into flow experi-

“ences, they have managed to control nature and to free

themselves from many of the constraints imposed by the
need to survive, However, at each stage of development,
after having found & comfortable adaptation to the envi-
ronment, humans have not been content to rest on their
achievements but have kept pushing on to new frontiers,
led on by the enjoyment of the unknown. At present, when
we are faced with a daunting array of possibilities for ac-
tjon, the ability to find flow may be as big a challenge as
mankind has ever encountered before.
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Towards an Understanding of Flow and
Other Positive Experience Phenomena
Within Outdoor and Adventurous

Activities
MARGARET R. BONIFACE
UNIVERSITY COLLEGE CHICHESTER, UK

Abstract

sonsidering what draws people 1o become involved in adveniurous acriviries, studies on
flow suggest thar people are motivaied to participate because of the intrinsic feelings of
enjovment, well-being and personal competence that they experience. This paper explores
the positive experience phenomena termed peak experience, peak performance and flow.
Similar and distincrive characteristics are identified, and factors influencing the ability to
experience such peak momenis are considered. A stare of flow, which appears to hold the
most relevance for adventurous activities, is explored in greater detail and considered in the
light of The Adventure Experience Paradigm. Csikszentmihalyi's flow models are outlined
and exarmined with particular reference to perceived levels of challenge and skill. It is suggested
that an insight into the naiure and characteristics of such optimal experiences can contribute
1o our understanding of why adventurous activities are intrinsically motivating. Such an
undersianding can assist practitioners in enhancing the learning experiences and opportunitics
Jor development of each individual participant.

Introduction
""hen considering what draws some people to become involved in adventurous actviues,

fey (1993:10) refers to special moments of 'pure perception, uncontaminated thought and
freedom to Be' that provide intense feelings of aliveness and occur spontaneously as peak
experiences. It is such peak moments experienced during outdoor and adventurous activiues
that this paper sets out to explore. There 1s much anecdotal evidence to suggest that peak
experiences can lead to new interests and changes 1n attitudes, and there is a growing interest
in the impact of such experiences in education (Cooper, 1996). ‘Peak experience’ is often
used as an all-encompassing term to describe a significant positive expenence. Over the past
20 vears several positive experience phenomena have been considersd within the literature:
more recently within a sporting context. Outdoor and adventurous acts vities, because of their
narure in encouraging (and often demanding) a high level of involvement, provide opportunities
for significant positive experiences. As practiuoners within this field, an insight into the
nature and characteristics of such experiences can assist in developing understanding of why
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experience flow are likely to gain more enjoyment and positive affective experiences than
athletes not experiencing flow. Thus & greater understanding of the flow state can assist coaches,
and leaders in helping athletes and participants in adventurous activities achieve this optimal
level of experience. Whilst this will not necessarily enhance performance, flow has been
found to be related to positive performance outcomes (Jackson, 1296) or ‘peak performancs’.
According to Ravizza (1977), during moments of peak performance an athters obtaing
expanded views of themselves as fully functioning individuals which suggests positive
outcomes in addition to those related to achievement. In examining the phenomenon of flow
with reference to sport, and more particularly outdoor and adventurous activities, it is umportant
to consider other positive experiential phenomena that have been identified within relevant
literature. In considering peak moments in sport, Privette (1983) and McInman and Grove

no1), in addition to flow, refer to peak experience and peak performance as models of
. .al human experiencing. When considering characteristics of each, Privette (1983)
identifies absorption, valuing, joy, spontaneity, a sense of power, and personal identity and
involvement as being important attributes shared by all three [see Figure 1].

Figure 1. Comparison of Topolog.ies of Peak Experience, Peak
Performance and Flow (Adapted from Priveite 1983)
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Peak performance need not necessarily relate to sportng activiies and might therefore be
reative expression through an art form, intellectual mastery of a problem or an incident of
r1ch human relationship (Privette, 1983). However, it is peak performance within a sporting
context that is considered here. Mental and physica) conditions described as being charactenistic
of peak performance include fesling:
a) Relaxed;
b) Confident (without anxiety or fear),
¢) Clearly focused in the present with action occurring automatically and effortlessly;
d) Narrow focus (with poor global awareness);
d) Highly energised;
e) In control (an awareness of power);
) A sense of fulfilment;
g) Not companionable.
(See for example, Privette, 1981, 1983; Garfield & Bennett, 1684 Privette &
Bundrick, 1987; Gould, Eckland & Jackson, 1992)

With reference to the fina) characteristic, Privette (1983) suggests that involvement by'othprs

might actually prevent the occurreénce of peak performance, possibly by disrupting
concentration. In considering characteristics unique to peak performance. Privette (1983)
clarifies that an event is exclusively peak performance when accompanied by superior

functioning and a high level of performance, but not intense joy.

Flow
As previously identfied, detailed analysis of individuals engaged in enjoyable, absorbing
and intrinsically motivating activities (some of an athletic or physical nature) resulted in
Czikszentmihalyi identifying an Pxpcnence he termed flow. He suggested play (activities
such asclimbing have been termed 'deep play’), game and creative situations to be particularly
amenable to creating flow experiences because of their nature and structure (Gould, Eckland
& Jackson, 1997). Whilst sharing some similarities with peak experience and peak

‘srmance. flow is distinguishable from both of these and appears particularly significant
when considering the area of outdoor and adventurous acrivities. Jackson (1996) notes that
pealc performance denotes a standard of accomplishment rather than a psychological state,
although evidence has been found to suggest that flow underlies or 1s some sort of precursor
to both peak performance and peak experience. In other words, being in flow can create a
state where peak performance or peak experience can occur (Gould, Eck land & Jaclson,
1992),

Csilcszentmihalyi's study of flow over more than two decades has resulted in the assembly of
nine defining characteristics (see for example, Csilszentminalyi, 1990; Jaclison, 1996, Jackson
& Marsh. 1996) which are outlined in Table 1. Support for the relevance of the characteristics
of ﬂow being divided into nine dimensions was found by Jackson (1990) when Investigating

athletes’ descripuons of their experiences of flow,

(E T TR T Sy (T TR0
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elaborate and solidify the experience through reflection’. A sense of control and a resultant
absence of worry is present in flow situations where objective dangers are real (for example
in mountain or free climbing). The identification of flow as an autotelic experience appears
to be given particular significance in studies on flow (see for example, McInman & Grove,
1091: Jackson, 1996) and is highlighted in the words of a climber interviewed during
Csikszentmibalyi's research (1675: 47):
The justification of climbing is climbing...you don’t conquer anything except things
in yourself...recognising that you are in flow. The purpose of the flow is to keep on
flowing...There is no possible reason for climbing except climbing itself; it 1s a
self-communication.

yw Experiences in Outdoor and Adventurous Activities
Studies on flow suggest that people are motivated to participate in outdoor and adventurous
activities because of the intrinsic feelings of enjoyment, well-being and personal competence
that they experience (Priest & Gass, 1997). Robertson (1986)-considers the notion of natural
sports such as rock climbing being intrinsically motivated as paramount to the classical Jeisure
concept in which activity is performed for its own sake or as its own end. As noted by Macaloon
and Csikszentmihalyi (1983), rock climbing (as an example of an outdoor and adventurous
activity) is an outstanding exampie of & particular class of flow activity becauge it involves
physical danger and no discernible external reward. It is through involvement in such activities
that individuals can Jearn about themselves and develop in ways that have implications for

their experience of everyday life.

Rock climbing was classified by Jeremy Bentham, the eighteenth-century British philosopher,
as ‘deep-play’: ‘play in which the stakes are so high that it is....irrational for men {sic) to
engage in it at all’ (Geertz, 1973: 432). In sharing with many other outdoor and adventurous
activities a perception of danger for the participant, rock climbing requires total involvement
'~ nrder to overcome the challenge of the situation. It could be argued that if the optimal

ance? between perceived competence and task demands is achieved in an activity such as
rock climbing, many of the characteristics of flow are likely to be facilitated if the person is
10 successfully complete the task, As identified by Csikszentmihalyi (1975: 81) ‘the physical
and mental requirements involved in staying on the rock act as a screen for the stimuli of
ordinary life - a screen maintained by the intense and focused concentration. The addition of
risk (or perceived risk) to the intellectally and physically engaging aspects of the activity
compel the person to attend to the immediate simation, with any lapse of concentration being
seen as potentially disastrous. Physical danger provides clear and jmmediate feedback for
each action: ‘there is a keen awarenzss of what is 'good’ and what is ‘bad” and there 1s not the
struggle 1o do incomparible or conflicting actions. as is common in everyday life’ (Robertson,
1986: 448). In spite of the fact that danger is accepted as being a real and crucial aspect of the
activity, in flow, feelings of control and competence predominate because the risk is highly
calculated and the danger managed due to the individual's matching? level of competence
Within the context of flow. Macaloon and Csiiszentminalvi (19831 note the objective correlares
of the feelings of control 1o be experience, raining, precaution, antcipation, protection,
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sinty. Five conditions of challenge ars possible with a balance of risk and competence

being termed 'peak adventure’. Priest (1990) proposed ‘peak adventure’ as a goal for

participants in outdoor and adventurous actvities as it is this condition that oTiers opportunities
r the experience of flow and personal growth. However, as in Csikszentmihalyi’s flow
model. it is an individual’s perceptions that are significant (rather than any objective assessment
of risk or competence) and it is with experience that a participant is likely to correctly perceive
a simation and thus increase the likelihood of experiencing peak adventure.
Mitchell (1983) noted the lack of important conditions or antecedents in Csikszentmihalyi’s
theory on the experience of flow and as a result he suggested several important conditions
at Facilitate the flow experience. These antecedents ‘nclude freedom of choice and uncertanty
1tcome and have implications for leaders and participants within outdoor and adventurous
activities if peak adventure experiences and consequently flow are to be atiained, Mitchell
suggests that an achivity must be voluntary if it is to provide oppertunities for experiencing
flow. This means that individuals should be 4hle to choose their level of involvement with no
one being coerced nto any situation. Witt and Ellis (1984: 60) note that ‘the most unjversally

(0 jurd el

romnee

arreed upon condition which is characteristic of optimal leisure functioning 15 the concept of
freedom’ with an individual feeling ‘free to’ pursue Jeisure in the manner of their choice.
They also identify perceived control 25 one aspect of ‘freedom to” where an individual believes
that they have the abiliry to control the process and outcome of an experience through their
own efforts and abilities, The imporiance of an internal Jocus of control has been identne

clsewhere in literature on outdoor and advenmrous activities as an antecedent to flow and
:szentmihalyi

personal growth and development (Priest, 1993). Csilzszentmihalyi and Csi

=

of people ‘will strive 10 find situations in which they feel that what they do is of their own

(1000: 153) consider that as modern life becomes more and more complex increasing NUMDETS

choice and under their own control’.

A activity such as rock climbing provides an unlimited ran challenges, the level

which can be selected in advance to best mateh one's level of skill, Climbs are psually

o

oraded enabling a chimber 10 celect a climb at the limit of their potential. or ofieTiNg the

possibility of identifying new goals (such as focusing on form and techmigne rather that
achisvement). In addition there are Jess predictable factors &l ch as environmental conditions,
mood and others performance that can always provide unexpecred challenoes, Thus elimbing

367} note that control Over

offers perpetual novelty. Macaloon and Csikszentmihalyi (191
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Figure 3. The Adventure Experience Paradigm (Priest & Marin 1983).
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not the case. In discussing the appeal of adventure Csikszentmihalyi and Csilcszentmihalyi
(1990) refer to the human desire for novelty, discovery and uncertainty, and the enjoyment
~ained from explonng the unknown and confronting the unexpected. Thus peak adventurs
=5 a degree of uncertainty and. as applied to Priest and Martin’s model. some dissonance
petween perceived competence and risk. In other words there is some uncertainry as to whether
he individual can overcome the challenge of the task. It is this uncerainty that males
overcomning the challenge as a result of personal competence such a rewarding experience.
As stated by Mitchell (1983: 147): “If in climbing we fes] and become more than was possible
efore. Jet us not forget whom to praise. Whatever we find in the mountaing, we took there in
the first place.”

Conclusion
In considering why people take part in outdoor and adventurous activities such as climbing.
Mitchell (1983) notes, 'The key concept. the desirable condivon. the sought-after zoal of
climbing 1s the social-psvchological condition of flow'. Thus what 1s being sought is an
experience corresponding to a ‘match’ berween person and environment (Csikszentmihalyi
& Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). According to Priest and Baillie (1987), good adventure education
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consists of the ability of each participant (compstence) to accurately svaluate and confront

the environmental dangers being pursued (risk). By carefully matﬁhmﬂ competence and '
risk in progressively complsx situations, experiences characteristic of the flow state can be
produced. Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi (1900: 154) uucg“st that ‘those who are

able 10 find enjoyment in adventare aciviti=s made on purpose Lo provide autoielic experiences

are more lilely to begin to find flow in other areas of Jife as wall', 1t ix IMpoTrtant to note that

| adventurs 1s md]\ldud] and where facilitated for others need 10 be differsniar=d for each

| parcjviosz Macaloon and Csilkszentmihalyi (19€3: 382) Jtalee this a stage further when they

| state that ‘to provide intrinsic rewards an activ 1ty ust be finely calibrated to a person”s skills
- including his (sic) physical, inellectual, emotional and social abilines’. Thus the same
& | challenges arz uniikelv 1o produes flow in people of very different skills, and not everybody
it | will enjoy the physical u]‘ml]pﬂge € provided by many ouideior and advenmrous actjvities
This paper has provided an overview of positive experiential phenomena with particular
Ak consideration given 10 flow and is relevance within owdoor and adve

G

NTous activities

Research has revealed that, in contrast to the confusion, anxiety and dissatisfaction often
experienced as part of evervday life, outdoor and adventurous ac tvities provide experiences
that are intrinsically engrossing. Demands are clearly idenufied, feedback s unambi guous,
and the ouicome is dependant upon the sl 1]lu and abilities of the participant. Mitchel] (1983

1x) notes that such experiencas provide re] f]rom ‘the ‘aruficiality” of public standards and

TEStores {0 us a private and seemingly more ‘real’ basis of evaluation' Csikszentmihalyi

(1975:161) refers 1o climbing as an example of deep play’ and notes that whil

st 1t has not
been proved. it 15 generally agreed that play 'provides mental and phye sical sumulation, resolls
P I phys

in feelings of competence (and) satisfies psychic needs not met by working'. Clearly in order

to increase understanding of involvement 1n such acti viues, as well as 1o male {Tow more

ceesmplE o par Lm]p(_tnm there v a need for further recearch within the areg of outdoor und
adventurous activities,
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