Micro adventures; an enticing alternative for traditional adventure in remote places or just a distraction from a global pandemic?

Introduction
In this essay I will be reviewing ‘Adventure in the Age of COVID-19: Embracing Microadventures and Locavism in a Post-Pandemic World’ (Mackenzie and Goodnow, 2020) and critically discussing whether microadventures are an enticing alternative for both current and post-pandemic conditions. I will begin by discussing the current issues surrounding traditional adventure tourism and why it may not be as ethical as it seems. I will then breakdown what a microadventure is and what benefits it has over adventure tourism and why it became so popular during the COVID-19 pandemic. I will then use current sources to see if the predictions Mackenzie and Goodnow made about microadventures post pandemic are true and to what extent. Finally, I will be deciding I think microadventures are a suitable replacement for adventure tourism.

What issues does traditional adventure tourism present?

Travelling to remote areas and exploring pristine wilderness is often seen as this idealised form of adventure as a test of one’s grit and strength of will; to journey where few humans have been before and to test one’s skill and ability against mother nature herself. At least this is what comes to mind when you try and picture true adventure, and films and media will certainly have you believe this glamorised version of adventure is the be all and end all. This type of adventure is also often looked at as this more ethically, culturally and environmentally conscious form of travel. However, this may not be the case, with Williams & Soutar (2005) saying “Despite these utopian ideals, adventure travel has been critiqued for contributing to the very environmental, social and economic issues is purports to mitigate. This type of resource-intensive travel, largely undertaken by well-off Western clients, presents a host of environmental and social justice issues, ranging from commodification of cultural artifacts and destruction of fragile ecosystems, to modern day colonialism”. One of the biggest issues surrounding adventure tourism is the enormous carbon footprint it creates people often travel vast distance by plane to countries like Australia, New Zealand, or Nepal for example to get their adventure fix. This has potentially devastating effects on the environment some researchers argue the carbon emissions of tourism are much higher than generally considered, that their offsetting or mitigation will be very difficult (Lu and Wang 2018). It’s not just your typical, highly travelled adventure hotspots that are being affected due to adventure tourism even some of the most remote places on earth are suffering at the hand of adventure tourism. A study into the carbon emissions due to Antarctic tourism found that an average tourist trip to Antarctica results in average emissions of 5.44 t of CO2 per passenger. Approximately 70% of these emissions are attributable to the cruising part of the trip and 30% to the flight. (Farreny et al., 2011). The definition of adventure according to Cambridge Dictionary (2024) is an unusual, exciting, and possibly dangerous activity, such as a trip or experience, or the excitement produced by such an activity. This definition of adventure, however, may not need to be mutually exclusive with far distant environments, there may be a way that such an experience can be achieved much closer to home. 

Microadventures; What are they, and how can they compare to traditional adventuring?

A microadventure is an adventure that is short, simple, local, cheap – yet still fun, exciting, challenging, refreshing and rewarding. (Alastair, 2010). Microadventures have always been something that your traditional outdoorsy type people take part in however, with people not being able to travel due to the COVID-19 pandemic they exploded in popularity. In 2020 Globally, 91% of the population experienced restricted movement, ranging from strict (e.g., China, Italy, New Zealand) to more fragmented, laissez-faire approaches (e.g., Brazil, USA) (Pew Research, 2020). This meant that people were unable to satiate their adventure appetite and were looking for new ways to get their fix and the answer for most was microadventures. Typically, microadventures involve activities such as camping out in the backwoods close to home, canoeing an unlikely stretch of water, and going for a hike or walk off-trail along a stream. (Roberts, 2018). Part of what makes microadventures a compelling concept in place of traditional adventure tourism is that they keep the fundamental aspects the same e.g. uncertainty, skill development, novelty, unique physical and mental challenges (often framed as ‘risk’) (Mackenzie and Goodnow, 2020). They also promise most of the same benefits that people seek from the more traditional form of adventuring notably phycological wellbeing self-efficacy, mindfulness and subjective well-being. Furthermore, programs may reduce feelings of time pressure and mental stress (Mutz and Johannes Müller, 2016). Micradventures whilst sharing most of the benefits of adventure tourism they forgo most of the negatives associated with adventure tourism. Adventure tourism is expensive, inaccessible, exclusive, environmentally damaging, culturally insensitive and exploitative. The beauty of microadventures is that no matter where you live, how much money you have or how much free time you have there is something for you, it is infinitely accessible. They can be done before or after work or at the weekend, you can travel across the country or go to your back garden, you needn’t flush your savings and fly halfway around the world to have an adventure and a transformative experience. Microadventures are also far better for the environment because even if you drive across the country to have and adventure (which is by no means necessary) you are still burning a fraction of the fossil fuels you would be by jetting off to Nepal for instance. You also don’t have to worry about degrading the already endangered environments whilst engaging in what is ultimately recreation. 

Microadventures post COVID-19

Now that the COVID-19 pandemic feels like a distant memory I will discuss whether the predictions Mackenzie and Goodnow made in 2020 hold any truth in 2024. Makensie and Goodnow optimistically hoped that amidst the pandemic people would reflect on the way they were travelling and partaking in adventure and realise that it is not the best for themselves or the planet and make a shift towards more locally centred and environmentally conscious practice. And if you go online and consume any adventure media it would certainly look that way with people like Beau Miles, The Outdoor Boys, and Alastair Humphreys, and many others are seeing great success on their videos all about their more local and small-scale approach to adventure so people if nothing else are extremely interested in the idea. Mackenzie and Goodnow (2020) also surmise that “On the supply side, many adventure operators are small-to-medium sized businesses that may not survive travel restrictions and associated economic fallout, resulting in decreased supply of adventure travel options.” However, this is not really the case Adventure travel is on the verge of becoming “mass market” as growing demand looks set to combine with increasing numbers of operators, according to the chief executive of online travel agency The Adventure People. (McQuarrie, 2024).

Conclusion 
In conclusion although everything Mackenzie and Goodnow predicted wasn’t true they were in the ballpark and whilst we haven’t seen the demise of traditional adventure travel and the problems it creates; we have seen a big rise in the amount of people partaking in microadventures. This can clearly be seen through social media and more and more people are getting outdoors in their local environment. Its my opinion that microadventures will only continue to get more and more popular. However, I don’t think they will ever completely replace adventure travel. I think that people will always like to engage in this form of adventure especially as it becomes more accessible and affordable. I believe that microadventures fill a different niche, as much as they will to some degree reduce the amount of people that travel for adventure and the frequency in which they do so, I think they will be far more successful in giving people who wouldn’t normally partake in adventure a way in due to the greater accessibility and similar benefits without the drawbacks of traditional adventure. Resulting in more people taking part in adventure overall in particular locally.
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