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Abstract
In the following essay I will be trying to unpack some of the complexities around outdoor adventure, its impact on the health and well-being of my demographic, and hopefully concluding with some recommendations that, if ever applied, might increase the positive effects of outdoor adventure on my chosen demographic. 

 I say ‘might’ in the understanding that as we weigh up the varying views and approaches to outdoor adventure education (OAE) and any of its manifestations in this essay you will begin to appreciate the complexities that exist. One barrier in particular is the autonomy of my demographic, to say, ‘No! I do not want to do something that is good for me!’ After all, leading a horse to water is the easy bit, and as Down et al. (2025) describes, “research in OAE is highly complex due to the multitude of independent variables in each OAE program.”
I am theorising that, a prominent barrier for my demographic accessing Outdoor Adventure is cost. Both financial and in effort and commitment required.

Introduction

My chosen demographic in this context are young people in years 5 and 6 of their primary school education, commonly referred to as Key Stage 2 (KS2). I will be focussing on this age group within South West Wales, using data I have been able to acquire and looking at other recent applicable research.  

My reasoning for this demographic is that my main role as a facilitator of outdoor education is that of KS2 children and I wish to take this opportunity to dive deeper into the ‘why’ and the ‘how’ questions impacting my client base. In turn this should enable me to have a greater ability to engage directly with the client groups, the primary schools and their parents, and my direct line management within the local authority. I hope in turn this influences, positively, some of the children that I provide OAE to.

Ultimately my desire is to increase the quality of my facilitation and quantity by extending its reach and impact. 

What is outdoor adventure?

First of all, I will clarify what I mean by the term ‘outdoor’ and the word ‘adventure’. If we are to critique something effectively we need to now what it is we are critiquing.

‘Outdoor adventure,’ whether as recreation, education, therapy or scientific endeavour can be categorised with the following ingredients outlined below (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Outdoor adventure education model for Key Stages 2, 3 and 4. (Source: Williams and Wainwright, 2016)
In the above infographic, under the section titled ‘Non Negotiable Features of Outdoor and Adventure Education Model’ the following key aspects are listed: 1. Mainly Outdoors 2. Experiential Learning Approach 3. Challenge by Choice, and 4. Managed Risk.

Is there anything in this ‘non negotiable’ list that I would challenge? In my research and in my own experiences as a facilitator, challenge by choice can be a point for critique. Denise Mitten puts it as follows:

Tyson Asmus (2008) argued that the challenge by choice paradigm may not offer authentic choice that is central to an experience of personal empowerment. They pointed out three concerns for participants being able to make authentic choices using challenge by choice: (1) the underlying values of the facilitator and/ or program often create a culture that rewards only certain choices, (2) practitioners often see their role as moving individuals toward a desired outcome,, which compromises choice, and (3) many participants in outdoor programs may lack the support and education to make healthy choices. (Mitten, 2021, p. 613)

I would empathise with Mitten, as at times in my delivery of OAE I have witnessed moments of adventure education with minimal choice, for the participant. Whilst there is absolutely a time and a place for the participants choice, if a facilitator aims to avoid misadventure, for example at the top of an abseil, specifically having just begun an abseil, or indeed once a participant has entered a Grade 3 rapid, the choice to quit can not really be taken until they have completed their journey to the bottom, safely facilitated by the Coach, Guide or Instructor.
A distinguishing feature of OAE is the incorporation of a level of participant autonomy during the program, and the potential for adversity, uncertainty, challenge, and risk (such as the perception of an activity like rock climbing, sleeping in a tent or being away from home, or social and emotional risks as a result of being with a group of people in the outdoors) (Down et al., 2025). 
At times when a participant is overwhelmed, cragfast, or in panic, a facilitator is obligated to assume choice, or disregard it entirely on the grounds of immediate safety of the individual, the rest of the group, and that of the facilitator themselves. Already we are beginning to encounter complexities.
During a recent publication in the Journal of Outdoor Education and Outdoor Learning, the concept of adventure education is expanded on:

Interventions that included outdoor education or its derivatives (adventure education, outdoor recreation, outdoor program, outdoor orientation) were included provided that they met the definition of OAE and that they assessed one or more indicators of wellbeing (including resilience, self-efficacy, self-esteem, social connection, or nature connection). (Down et al., 2025). 
Having considered some of the research available I will clarify my list of ingredients that define adventure. Adventure must hold some element of uncertainty or risk, is typically associated with being outdoors and maintains some aspect of purpose, mission, vision or aim. Importantly there is always an element of promoting well-being which will be expanded on in the next section of this essay. 

What sets adventure apart from other more competitive, ‘sanitary’ sports and activities is its uncertainty, its individually motivated attendance, and its freedom or autonomy.
What is health and well-being?
Well-being is becoming a fashionable buzz word or phrase applied to many a work place vision and policy, and not without good reason. But what does it mean? During research I have found the definitions to be even more complex and multi-faceted as those for OAE. Kaya and Erdem describe well-being as:

Well-being is a multidimensional construct consisting of psychological, social, emotional, cognitive, and physical aspects. This notion is also evident in children’s understanding of well-being. In a recent study, Vujčić et al. (2019) revealed that children consider well-being as a complex and multi-dimensional concept, relating it not only to feeling good or experiencing satisfaction, but also to functioning effectively. (Kaya and Erdem, 2021)
It is widely accepted within the outdoor education industry or community that adventure education is part of the solution when facing some of the deeply embedded issues within our society, including positive physical, cognitive, and psychological well-being. “The immersion of young people into outdoor natural settings has been shown to result in positive psychological outcomes, mental health-related benefits, and wider skill development akin to 21st Century Skills.” (Allan et al., 2025) for these reasons well-being is a key factor when promoting OAE to schools.

Looking at the research
Is it possible that the language of outdoor education is a barrier? I suspect it probably is if low income is associated with lower academic achievement or higher learning difficulties. Perhaps this is of small significance to some but could be part of the problem for others, particularly when trying to convince year 5 and 6 pupils to commit to outdoor adventure. Further research would be needed to confirm this theory.

If we wish to be research-informed, what does the research actually say? In a very recent article by Allan et al., looking at the post-covid de-conditioned young people outlines some fairly sobering statistics.

The Youth Sports Trust (2023) (www.youthsporttrust.org) impact report highlights the scale of young people’s physical inactivity (2.2 million youngsters are active for less than 30 minutes a day), poor mental health (18% of children aged 7 to 16 years of age have a probable mental health disorder), and social disconnection (1 in 4 children do not feel they belong at school). (Allan et al., 2025)

There are many factors that contribute to my chosen demographic that are intrinsically related to the positive and negative well-being outcomes of that involvement. Additionally when researching outdoor adventure, there are other considerations, such as “in leisure and sport studies that take place outdoors, water, plants, rocks, animals, weather, climate, soil, and currents shape our participation, but are not adequately included in research” (Olive, 2020, p. 127). The complexities of the subject should begin to be appreciated at this point.

As part of my research into my demographic I have utilised my employment within a local authority to seek data on the subject of KS2. While responses have been positive, the timing of this assignment in the immediate run up to the Christmas period has meant significant delays in actually acquiring requested data. If this research was conducted later in the year it is very possible that supporting evidence would be more conclusive. 
However, through reflection on my experience as an outdoor practitioner that includes seven years in Scotland (2006 – 2013) in the immediate aftermath of the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence 2004 launch, I witnessed its implementation and the wider industry support to get it running to a feasible operation. Through three years in Wales in the private sector (2013 – 2016) I observed the impact of rising costs. In the last 8 years I worked in Local Authority (LA) experiencing the impactful, rapidly changing politics of Brexit, covid and the increased pressures of global geopolitics. I believe these experiences can solidify some of the other evidence I am presenting in this essay, as Olive notes, “Reflexivity is key to effective participatory research but, clearly, it is a very difficult practice to establish.(Olive, 2020 p. 121)”.

The requirement to apply some of my previously acquired knowledge into this chosen subject in the form of reflexivity is potentially a detriment to this assignment in terms of forming a bias opinion. It is also possible that this same experience and direct participation in the OAE community can and will, I hope, provoke insightful appreciation of the challenges affecting young people growing up in our society. 

Further research
I have chosen to use statistics available for Free School Meals (FSM) claimants as an indicator of low income or of financial vulnerability.  The LA residential centre I work for honours FSM participants from within my LA of Carmarthenshire. It does not extend this courtesy to out of county schools of which there are some.

Eligibility for FSM
Free school meals are available to eligible learners who attend school full-time. A pupil may be able to get free school meals if their parent receives one or more of the following: Income Support, Income-based Jobseeker’s Allowance; Income-related Employment and Support Allowance; Support under Part VI of the Immigration and Asylum Act 1999; Guaranteed element of Pension Credit; Universal Credit (as long as the annual net earned household income is less than £7,400, not including benefits); Learners who receive any of these benefits in their own right (not through a parent) can also get free school meals. (Welsh Government, 2025)

This indicates that we can can use FSM as an evidence of low income families or participants when attending available Outdoor Adventure. Further research and questionnaires might make this a more credible statement. In Table 1 we can see the percentage of FSM claimants between 2017 and 2023 increased by 6.4%. 

Table 1. Data from Pendine OEC Numbers attending 2017, 2019, 2021, 2023, and 2025 with Free school meals including correlation as percentage. 

	
	2017
	2019
	2021
	2023
	2025

	Total Participants
	1263
	611
	NA
	1189
	719

	Free School Meals
	125
	91
	NA
	194
	57

	FSM %
	9.9
	14.9
	
	16.3
	7.9

	Total Schools 
	45
	45
	NA
	41
	26


(Source: Adapted from Anderson, 2025)

Table 2. The statistical information for the whole County of Carmarthenshire with the data showing that between 2018 and 2023 there was an increase in FSM claimants of 10%
	Year
	Number of Primary Schools
	Y5
	Y6
	Total
	Y5 (FSM)
	Y6 (FSM)
	Total (FSM)
	% of Pupils with FSM

	2018
	97
	2122
	2020
	4142
	337
	344
	681
	16%

	2019
	95
	1954
	2138
	4092
	317
	357
	674
	16%

	2020
	95
	2057
	1977
	4034
	393
	358
	751
	19%

	2021
	94
	2134
	2043
	4177
	460
	442
	902
	22%

	2022
	94
	2106
	2157
	4263
	514
	503
	1017
	24%

	2023
	94
	2030
	2136
	4166
	538
	552
	1090
	26%

	2024
	94
	2008
	2039
	4047
	389
	395
	784
	19%

	2025
	94
	2009
	1995
	4004
	344
	342
	686
	17%


(Source: Arundel, 2026)

The data in Table 2 is provided from an annual census of all pupils called PLASC. It is carried out in January of an academic year. Therefore Year 2018 is January 2018 and covers the 2017-18 academic year.

Using the numbers available if we look at 2019 14.9% of Pendine OEC clients claimed FSM, whilst for the whole county the percentage receiving FSM was 16%. Pendine was 1.1% below total county figures. In 2023 however 16.3% of Pendine clients received FSM and for the whole county the total was 26%. Pendine had shifted to 9.7% below total county figures. Based on these figures my concern is that in the last 6 years the poorest children or schools, have stopped attending at all. Further research is required to expand on this data.

The evidence supporting my theory is increasing. Sadly this has a deeper more poignant knock on effect:

Fewer than half of disadvantaged children reach expected levels of attainment at the end of primary school, compared with nearly 70% of their better-off peers. Of those who do achieve the expected level, just 40% of disadvantaged pupils go on to receive good secondary education grades in English and Maths, compared with 60% of better-off students. (Allan et al., 2025)
The implications for the 10 or 11 year old at these schools is becoming increasingly tough, in terms of future prospects, potentially dire. I feel that I can reasonably conclude that cost of living crisis and the available funds to send a child or class to a residential program or on an adventure activity is a significant factor that negatively impacts my chosen demographic.

Support and case study for OA in government policy U.K.
If we look at the launch of the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence (SCfE) as a case study there is some hope. The Scottish Curriculum “Encourages and capitalises on the potential to experience learning and new challenges in the outdoor environment” (Education Scotland, 2010). Having been in attendance at a reputable organisation that delivered recognised (OAE) in Scotland in 2006 I had a front row seat observing the initial successes of the ‘Curriculum for Excellence’, particularly on children in the last year of primary school or P7 as it is referred to in Scotland.

The SCfE in 2004 was widely acknowledged at the time as world class, and as a vote winning policy change for the Scottish National Party, who often advocated the launch of the new curriculum as evidence of how much better life would be under future Scottish National Party plans and wishes for the country of Scotland.

On the ground at the coalface of OAE I found that teachers were pleased with the changes seeing it as overall a good thing for the young people of Scotland and giving students the chance to apply in-classroom learning directly to real world situations. 

OAE was widely accepted as more effective pedagogy for cognitive retention. The curriculums implementation was seen as relatively straight forward. Dr Peter Higgins, one of the leading characters for the SCfE, describes a 25 year effort to make it happen. Highlighting in his concluding comments, “As with the policy makers we seek to influence, the problem is not lack of enthusiasm, but time, funding and resources.” (Higgins, 2020, p. 339) In summary, the SCfE was not straight forward at all. Application to a larger population like England or a smaller economy like Wales would be expected to take longer.

As we start 2026, a full 20 years since I worked in Scotland, I now work in Wales where since 2014 the curriculum includes:
Adventurous activities are also part of the physical education curriculum at Key Stages 2 and 3 in the Curriculum for Wales, with an emphasis on increasing confidence and progression towards leadership at Key Stage 4 (Prince and Exeter, 2018, p. 142).
In Wales however the new Donaldson curriculum, Donaldson having been another leading player in the design of the ScfE (Maisuria 2024), that began introduction in 2022 and has further embodied the idea that OAE is required and is important. The education staff and departments I work with delighted with the sentiment, but are left asking, how are we going to pay for it? The research I have done so far implicating that the cost is likely to get higher and higher.
In financial terms, the cost of mental health problems across the UK is approximately £118 billion a year; providing a sound economic case for an investment in preventative measures which would both improve mental well-being while reducing the financial cost of poor mental health (Allan et al., 2025).

The research I have done including the last quote by Allan, highlights some of the already existing support for OAE in Government policy. It also shows through the research of Allan and others more definitive support would be required to increase the positive long-term results in population well-being.
Public perception
Is society in any way responsible for imposing its own barriers to accessible adventure education?

“We are plain quiet folk and have no use for adventure. Nasty disturbing uncomfortable things! Make you late for dinner! Can’t think what anybody sees in them,” (Tolkien, 1937, p. 6)

Even in 1937 Oxford professors recognised the implications of simple, contented lifestyles. In more recent times the rise of the selfie culture and the immediate demand for ‘likes,’ has become a regular expectation of that aim or purpose for an adventure. Meaning that often, the longer term benefits are simply not considered, as Waite describes, “In combination with performativity pressure, risk aversion presents an additional culturally based barrier to outdoor learning being fully embraced” (2018, p. 105).

In a democracy the suggestion would be that a government acts on what is desired and or best for the majority of its voting citizens. If access to adventurous activities, green and blue spaces is not being pursued as a political priority, perhaps the voting public is in part responsible. 
We know there is evidence for a teenage dip in outdoor engagement (Richardson, 2023, p. 63), a period of decreased nature connectedness. If we can suitably stimulate and provide OAE before the start of teenage dip we may be able to reduce disengagement and promote positive well-being. There are other barriers more immediately prohibiting access to adventure education.
Limitations; for some participants, feelings of apprehension, fear, and anxiety may occur for various reasons (e.g., being away from home or participating in adventurous activities). Future studies should approach this issue as a confounding variable and take steps to limit its influence. (Down et al., 2025)
For the 10 or 11 year old KS2 student in South West Wales, what does this all mean?

Waite reported lack of time and lack of money as two major barriers but further found, “settings in our study also reported different levels of resources and facilities as a constraint but the determining factor for children's access to the outdoors appeared to be the adults' will to make it happen.” (Waite, 2011) Parents, Teachers, Governments all influence the accessibility, availability, priority and motivation for OAE in any of its manifestations. 

Recommendations
Is it possible that with the right combination of and unrestrictive access to OAE we can reduce the mental health and well-being crisis? In theory, yes, and it is becoming less and less theoretical. As Allan et al. recently published, “The immersion of young people into outdoor natural settings has been shown to result in positive psychological outcomes, mental health-related benefits, and wider skill development akin to 21st Century Skills” (2025). It is however, as Prince points out, likely to take time, “school leaders may need to be persuaded to adopt outdoor learning practices even if they have positive health and wellbeing outcomes if these are not evidenced alongside cognitive benefits” (2024).

I would recommend holistically at least, the solution could be a promoted public policy that adventurous activities be a prescribed preventative to poor mental health for KS2 students. A public health strategy using the principle of Self Determination Theory (Cooper, 2020) to guide it. Let me explain.

If 10 and 11 year-olds have opportunity to become competent and have a growing or establishing autonomy in adventure, it boosts confidence and self worth. This could be timed to happen in the lead up to the beginning of puberty, where mental health and well being are most at risk. The ingredients for addressing well-being concerns will then already be known to the individual for application. By boosting confidence and self esteem in the KS2 demographic we can positively impact of negative mental health when the individual enters the period of their lives where they are more likely to develop poor mental health.

We know that Outdoor Therapy is recognised as an effective form of treating mental health issues. Dobud and Natynczuk describe therapy in the outdoors as “an approach with proven robustness in its simplicity and efficiency in terms of bringing about significant change in minimum time.” (2023, p. 14) and we know that post-Covid the evidence is saying mental health in young people is deteriorating (Allan et al., 2025). 

If OAE was seen as a reliable and effective way of slowing the mental health-related decline in society, including the costs on the economy, we have the potential for an incredible outcome.  After all, we don’t issue harnesses and ropes to clients once they are falling, nor life jackets to clients as they drown. 

An approach akin to this, in OAE within the population would be drastic and inevitably would take time. I believe the implementation of a policy like this in the long term would be phenomenally positive. The planning and design of such a vision would be a good dissertation topic, or possibly a thesis. Either way more research and evidence is required for its implementation. 
Summary and Conclusion
In this essay I have explored the definitions surrounding Outdoor Adventure Education, well-being and what those phrases mean. I have tried to look at the barriers prohibiting access to OAE from the perspective of a 10 or 11 year old at the centre of my pedagogy. I have considered the existing attitudes, policies and approaches already used to justify OAE provision. 

Outdoor adventure learning is not a silver bullet to fix young people. Like any educational practice or pedagogical tool, it requires practice to implement effectively to acquire the desired outcomes. However, research shows, if appropriately delivered to meet the diverse needs of young people, OAE does generate meaningful educational outcomes in exciting natural settings which builds strengths in young people. (Allan et al., 2025) 

I have examined available evidence to see if financial cost, to parents and schools in a cost of living crisis, are barriers contributing to my demographic accessing Outdoor Adventure. The evidence has tentatively supported my theory that it is.

Briefly looking at the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence 2004 as a case study. I have hinted at the commitment and likely time scale required for purposeful, meaningful ideas to become public policy in South West Wales and I have done so with broad brush recommendation to tackle the complexities of its implementation.
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