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In this essay I will look deeper into the meanings and reasons behind people participating in ‘challenging’ and ‘adventurous’ activities, before going on to look at the potential benefits and, if applicable, the drawbacks and dangers. I will focus on health and safety issues, perceived risk, and the role a coach/facilitator has in someone’s approach to an activity. Having experienced challenging and adventurous activities I will be able to bring in my own personal experiences, as well as some literature from this modules reading list. 

Challenging activities and adventurous activities have, although being two different things, lots of overlap even if not in definition, in practice when being experienced. Looking first at adventurous activities, Leister-Shire & Rutland Sport (no date) highlight the four key points that class an activity as adventurous. Those four points are that it must “normally take place outside; frequently have an adventurous, challenging, residential or learning component; generally involve physical activity; and always respect the environment”. Already we can begin to see the overlap, as it is specified that is usually has a challenging component, one that will stretch the participants ability but still within reason. Marin and Wagsaff (2012) support the need for challenge within adventure activities, saying “Risk is considered a central element of adventure”, with Mortlock (2000) also suggesting that challenge comes within adventure, adding that it pulls on physical, mental and emotional traits, not just one at a time but continually, challenging all elements of being at the same time. Although my idea and definition of adventure is probably different to everyone else’s, it is still relevant when taken in isolation. Some of the most challenging experiences have been whilst participating in adventurous activities, so I completely agree with Mortlock’s assertion that challenge occurs within adventurous activities.

Another common overlap, however, is that which says with challenge, risk occurs. There are two main types of risk; perceived risk and real risk. Perceived risk is not irrational, but is something that is completely intangible, that is in the participants head, for example they have a perceived risk of falling off a climbing wall, when in reality there is no real risk of that as a result of safety measure in place (such as harnesses and helmets) and proper supervision from a trained climbing instructor. Real risk on the other hand is tangible in that there is a chance it may happen, resulting in severe consequences. This could, for example, be walking along the very edge of a cliff path that has been exposed to the elements and is known to be eroding at a rapid rate, where there would be real risk of the path crumbling underfoot resulting in sever injury, if not death. It is sometimes difficult to differentiate between the two types of risk, especially if you are the one experiencing them as to someone experiencing perceived risk as it more often than not feels real. Along these lines, it can also be difficult for an instructor to cater to the needs of someone experiencing real risk.

From an instructor’s point of view, it is vital to ensure there is not too much real risk in an adventure activity, for obvious reasons including injury but also the potential to put someone off an activity due to an overload of challenge as a result of risk. Attarian (2012) states that “risk is an essential element in the conduct of any guided or adventure program” (pg 2). Without any form of risk, there would be no adventure and no physical, mental or emotional challenge. This can lead to participants becoming disengaged with the activity and, on occasion, any activity. This has the potential to become a health risk, as a reluctance to participate in activities due to boredom or disinterest can lead to an inactive lifestyle. Attarian then goes on to qualify that risk needs to be balanced, with perceived risk being high but actual risk being lower, thus creating the ideal environment for participants to be challenged in all three areas as in Mortlock’s definition. It is environments such as this that benefit participant and where the most effective learning can be done. Looking at Csikszentmihalyi’s concept of flow (1997), it is under conditions such as those that Attarian suggests where flow is most likely to happen. The potential to have a flow experience is definitely a benefit of engaging in challenging and adventurous activities, as for some participants can be the highlight of their career, and once experienced for a first time can drive them to push themselves further in order to try to replicate the condition and achieve that same feeling of flow. 

Looking now at the role of the facilitator/instructor in terms of benefitting learning, I began to touch upon it in the previous paragraph with reference to balancing risk. Referring to Attarain (2012) again, he realises the need for balance, and says “the challenge for a guide or instructor is to strike a balance between real and perceived risk when delivering a course or program. Too little risk results in bored participants, whereas too much risk can be dangerous” (pg 2). It is the last section of this that I feel applies, relating to the occurrence of boredom or danger if a correct balance is not achieved. This is where we begin to see not only a lack of benefits, but the emergence of detrimental consequences if the instructor cannot tailor the activity to each individuals skill set and perception of risk. Looking at the chapter ‘Risk and Safety in Adventure Programming’ written by Gregg within ‘Adventure education: Theories and Applications’ (2007) he suggests that the perception of risk is an emotional reaction to previous life events and experiences, bought to surface when the participant feels similar emotions to the ones they have already experienced. It is only with understanding like this that facilitators and instructors will be able to deliver appropriate sessions.

On the flip side of this, if the facilitator is able to deliver challenging adventure activities successfully that cater to each individuals needs based on their perception of risk, the benefits may include things such as continued commitment and interest in the activity, better development of skill, more positive experience and health benefits by creating a lifelong interest. If there was no challenge, there would be less interest and therefore none of these benefits would occur. This only highlights further the importance of challenge within adventure activities.

It is becoming more evident that you cannot take part in a challenging and adventurous activity without there being risk in some form. The way to overcome this is with managing risk. The Health and Safety Executive website (http://www.hse.gov.uk/risk/principles.htm, no date) explains risk management as being “about taking practical steps to protect people from real harm and suffering”. They then go to explain that “taking a sensible approach to risk management is about: ensuring that workers and the public are properly protected, enabling innovation and learning not stifling them, ensuring that those who create risks manage them responsibly and understand that failure to manage significant risks responsibly is likely to lead to robust action, providing overall benefit to society by balancing benefits and risks, with a focus on reducing significant risks - both those which arise more often and those with serious consequences and enabling individuals to understand that as well as the right to protection, they also have to exercise responsibility”. This is important as they are saying that there must be an understanding of what will happen if risk is not managed correctly, and an acceptance of responsibility for anything that may happen, despite putting correct safety precautions in place. 

Looking more closely at the first point when managing risk effectively, the Health and Safety Executive website implies, by putting it first, that ensuring workers and the public are properly protected is the most important thing to consider. Looking first at workers, being facilitators/instructors, it is key that they are kept safe not only from the challenges that present themselves when leading activities, but also form the people/members of the public that they are leading, and the same applies when this situation is the other way round, so protecting the public/participants from risks presented by the activity and environment, as well as the facilitator. Both parties, the instructor and the participant, can be protected from risk and danger posed by the activity and environment by taking appropriate safety precautions in the form of equipment, knowledge, thorough risk assessments prior to participation and always having a back-up plan. In terms of protecting the participant from the instructor, things such as a DBS check are in place, and references from previous employers can guarantee their safety. Putting these safety precautions in place holds huge benefits, safety being a benefit in itself, but also in terms of the amount of challenge and adventure participants can be exposed to, and therefore their overall enjoyment.

In conclusion, it is apparent that challenge is an essential part of adventure, as without it participants would become bored. It is also clear that you challenging adventure activities go hand-in-hand with risk, in some form. While some of this risk is unavoidable, it can all be managed to an acceptable level, still providing participants with an appropriate level of enjoyment and interest while keeping them safe from any real danger. The benefits, when this balance is found, contribute to a person’s health and well-being, as well as enjoyment of the activity and then their continued development within it. 
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