Risk, Regulation, and Learning: The Influence of Risk-Averse Practice on Educators’ Decision-Making in UK Outdoor Education?
Main Research Question.
How does risk-averse practice in UK outdoor education affect experiences of risk and challenge?
Sub-Research Question.
How do outdoor educators in the UK understand and manage risk within the current institutional and regulatory expectations?
Introduction and rationale:
I chose these research questions because I believe that risk and challenge are key central principles of outdoor education, and that the importance of risk extends to learning, resilience, and personal development. I have seen this within my personal experience as a high ropes instructor, where I regularly work with individuals who face perceived risk fears such as height, instability, and fear of falling, even when the actual risk is carefully managed. While participants are outside their comfort zone, learning is at its strongest, helping to lower anxiety and improve cognitive growth while also keeping them focused and attentive, which heightens emotional engagement and makes learning more memorable and meaningful (Anbar, 2023). 
An article by Angela Garden (2022) discusses how the growth of risk-averse practices has become increasingly prominent in UK outdoor education, with a growing emphasis on safeguarding and harm prevention. This emphasis has affected children’s key skill development as well as their understanding and attitudes towards risk and risk-taking.
Risk and challenge have long been considered integral components of outdoor education, contributing to learners’ personal, social, and emotional development.
Several institutional policies and frameworks in the UK directly relate to my research focus on risk, regulation, and learning within outdoor education, particularly in how risk-averse practice influences educators' decision-making and what they can offer learners. These policies guide and influence how organisations and schools see, manage, and mitigate risk, sometimes in ways that can hold back learning opportunities.  Within the UK, increasing regulatory requirements and safeguarding responsibilities have contributed to a more risk-averse approach in educational settings.
 In response, risk–benefit approaches have emerged as an alternative framework, seeking to balance hazard management with the educational value of exposure to challenge. This section reviews UK-based literature exploring risk–benefit approaches in outdoor education, focusing on conceptual frameworks, educator decision-making, and the implications for learner experience.
Risk–benefit assessment has been widely promoted in the UK as a means of moving beyond deficit-based risk assessment models that focus solely on hazard elimination. Gill (2016) argues that traditional risk assessments often fail to recognise the developmental benefits associated with risk-taking, such as confidence, resilience, and independence. Instead, risk-benefit assessment seeks to weigh the likelihood and severity of harm against the potential learning and developmental gains associated with an activity (Gill, 2016).
Within outdoor learning, this approach reframes risk as a pedagogical tool rather than a problem to be removed. Gill (2016) highlights that managed exposure to uncertainty and challenge can support children’s emotional regulation, decision-making, and problem-solving skills. This perspective aligns with UK outdoor education practice, where perceived risk is often high while actual risk is carefully controlled through professional judgement and safety systems. As such, risk–benefit approaches provide a theoretical foundation for understanding how risk can be both ethically managed and educationally purposeful.
Several UK studies highlight how educators’ perceptions of risk and institutional expectations shape decision-making in outdoor education contexts. Research focusing on Forest School practice has been particularly influential in this area. Connolly and Haughton (2015) found that practitioners’ approaches to risk are strongly influenced by their professional identities, prior experiences, and organisational cultures. Educators often navigate the tension between their belief in the value of risky play and external pressures related to accountability, inspection, and safeguarding.
Further research by Garden (2022) explores how risk is co-constructed within UK Forest School settings. Their study demonstrates that risk–benefit approaches are not static frameworks but negotiated processes shaped by space, environment, and relationships. Educators make moment-by-moment decisions that balance safety with children’s autonomy, often relying on tacit knowledge and contextual judgement rather than rigid procedures (Garden, 2022).
Van Rooijen and Newstead (2016) similarly identify that broader cultural narratives of safety and responsibility shape professional attitudes towards risk-taking. Their findings suggest that even when risk–benefit frameworks are formally adopted, educators may still act cautiously due to fear of blame or litigation. This highlights how institutional risk aversion can indirectly constrain pedagogical practice, influencing which activities are offered and how challenges are framed for learners.
The literature also identifies structural and organisational barriers that limit the implementation of risk–benefit approaches in UK outdoor education. A study examining outdoor learning in UK secondary schools found that risk assessment requirements, time constraints, and concerns about behaviour management were significant factors influencing teachers’ decisions to avoid outdoor activities (Williams and Scott 2019). While teachers recognised the educational value of outdoor learning, perceived risks and administrative burdens often outweighed perceived benefits.
These findings suggest that risk aversion is not solely an individual educator issue but is embedded within institutional systems. Gill (2016) notes that organisations often prioritise demonstrable safety compliance over less tangible learning outcomes, reinforcing conservative interpretations of risk management. Consequently, risk–benefit approaches may be promoted rhetorically while remaining difficult to enact in practice.
Although much of the UK literature focuses on educators, some studies provide insight into how risk-averse or risk-inclusive practices affect learners. Research on risky outdoor play in Scotland suggests that when adults perceive risk as unacceptable, children’s opportunities for challenge and exploration are significantly reduced (McCrorie et al., 2025). Educators, parents and practitioners are less likely to provide opportunities when they feel the risk outweighs the benefits, as their own fears of being held responsible should something occur.  Conversely, environments that adopt a risk–benefit perspective are more likely to support children’s confidence, physical competence, and engagement, and in turn, job satisfaction, and positive experiences for the educators and practitioners.

Aims
This study aims to explore how risk-averse practices in UK outdoor education influence educators’ decision-making. The objective of this study is to explore how UK outdoor educators interpret risk alongside managing it within institutional and regulatory frameworks. 

Methodology 
Qualitative research is suitable for this study, as it focuses on understanding experiences, perceptions, and decision-making processes rather than measuring outcomes or testing hypotheses (Hassan, 2024).
The qualitative approach allows the research to explore how risk-averse practices are interpreted and enacted by outdoor educators. This design supports an in-depth examination of the relationship between institutional expectations and professional judgement, which is central to the research aims.
The study is underpinned by an interpretivist research philosophy, which suggests that reality is socially constructed and that meaning is created through individual experiences and interactions. An interpretivist approach is particularly suitable for addressing the sub-research question (Nickerson, 2024).
 The sub-question is: How do outdoor educators in the UK understand and manage risk within current institutional and regulatory expectations? This requires exploration of educators’ subjective interpretations of policy, safeguarding, and professional responsibility. 
I would seek to engage with practitioners, UK outdoor educators working in formal or informal outdoor education settings, such as schools, outdoor education centres, or charitable organisations. These participants are selected due to their responsibility for planning, managing, and delivering activities that involve elements of risk and challenge. Their perspectives are essential for understanding how risk-averse practices influence decision-making within regulatory and institutional contexts.
A purposive sampling strategy is used to ensure that participants have relevant experience of risk-managed outdoor education. Educators are selected based on their professional involvement in planning or delivering outdoor activities where risk assessment and safeguarding are integral to practice (Hassan, 2024). 
Purposive sampling is appropriate for this study, as it aims to generate rich, context-specific insights rather than statistically generalised findings. By intentionally selecting participants with direct experience, the research can more effectively explore how risk-averse practices operate in real-world educational contexts. I will be contacting my participants through my contacts within the high ropes industry, which will allow me to gather a wide range of answers due to people’s diverse experiences.
Data collection
The data will be collected using questionnaires that contain predominantly open-ended questions. This method is chosen to allow participants to reflect on and articulate their experiences in their own words while providing a consistent structure across participant groups.
Educator questionnaires are designed to address the sub-research question by exploring how participants understand risk, how they navigate institutional and regulatory expectations, and how these factors influence their professional decisions. Questions also explore perceived tensions between safety requirements and educational aims.
Questionnaires offer practical and ethical advantages, as they allow participants to respond privately and reduce the influence of power dynamics that may be present in face-to-face methods, such as interviews. Questionnaires offer several advantages over interviews, particularly in terms of practicality and scale. They are cost-effective and efficient, mainly when distributed online, allowing researchers to reach larger sample sizes with fewer resources. The anonymity they provide can reduce social desirability bias, encouraging more honest responses, particularly when exploring sensitive topics. In addition, questionnaires offer a high level of standardisation, as all participants respond to the same questions, and the use of closed questions generates quantifiable data that is straightforward to analyse. Their format also enables a broad reach, making it easier to collect data from geographically dispersed populations. However, questionnaires also have notable limitations when compared to interviews. They often lack depth, as responses are restricted to pre-set questions and may fail to capture nuance or detailed explanations. There is also a risk of misinterpretation, as respondents cannot seek immediate clarification if questions are unclear, which may compromise the accuracy of the data. Furthermore, response rates can be lower, as participants may be less motivated to complete questionnaires, and literacy or accessibility issues can act as additional barriers to participation (Hecker and Kalpokas, no date).
Ethics
Ethical considerations are central to this study, given the involvement and the focus on risk-related experiences. Informed consent is obtained from all participants before the commencement of data collection (UWTSD, no date). 
Participation is voluntary, and participants are informed of their right to withdraw at any time without penalty or consequence. Anonymity and confidentiality are maintained by removing identifying details and using pseudonyms in all written outputs. Data is securely stored in line with institutional data protection requirements.
Care is taken to manage power dynamics. Questions are framed neutrally to avoid encouraging responses or presenting risk-taking as inherently positive or negative.
Ethical approval is obtained through the appropriate institutional review process, and the research complies with the relevant safeguarding procedures for UK outdoor education contexts.
As a qualitative study, it provides an in-depth insight into how risk-averse practices are experienced and interpreted within specific contexts. Another limitation is the potential for bias in self-reported data, as participants may present idealised accounts of practice or experience.
To enhance credibility, the researcher engages in reflexivity, acknowledging their own positionality and potential assumptions regarding risk and outdoor education. Transparent reporting of research design, sampling, and analysis decisions further supports trustworthiness. These measures enhance the study’s contribution to understanding how risk-averse practices influence learning, engagement, and personal development in the UK outdoor education sector.
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