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Discuss the value of outdoor adventure programs in a post-modern society. 

Outdoor Adventure experiences have become increasingly popular in recent years and can be found globally, supporting individuals in the areas of health, wellbeing, education, and on a wider scale of economics and sustainability efforts. The field of outdoor adventure is varied and can be interpreted or experienced differently based on a person's ability and prior experience. Alternative to traditional sports, an outdoor adventure usually features a collection of different feelings and motivations which may be unfamiliar, which drive participants to fully engage (Ewert et al, 2020). Generally, adventures require a degree of genuine or perceived risk to generate excitement, as well as a connection to the natural environment (Beames et al, 2019). This discussion will consider Outdoor Adventure to be an activity that pushes a participant outside of their usual comfort zone, encouraging them to develop new skills by facing a degree of risk appropriate to each individual, and will address this concept from a primarily UK-based perspective.

For young people in a contemporary setting, experiencing genuine risk can be a surprisingly rare feature, considering its importance. Risky, outdoor play offers an essential opportunity for children to develop motor skills, risk assessment skills, increase healthy physical activity and improve wellbeing and social skills (Harper and Obee, 2021). According to Molyneux et al (2023), “educators typically support students’ social and emotional learning (SEL) through targeted lessons delivered in the classroom”, despite the potential in delivering such lessons via an outdoor experience that allows for more agency, autonomy, relevancy, and the opportunity to apply learned skills spontaneously.

A major lack of play featuring opportunities for failure, injuries, and free interaction, can negatively impact a child's development, resulting in lower resilience, creativity, and confidence (Brussoni et al, 2015). This vitality of risk in child development and learning can often be in opposition with UK society and schooling, which often seeks to protect children and remove as many risks as possible, including those experienced to the benefit of previous generations. Access to outdoor adventure experiences provides a valuable way to mitigate this issue, introducing risk (both real and perceived) to children without requiring a total restructuring of education systems (Harper and Obee, 2021).

A systematic review of outcomes observed from outdoor adventure and wildland recreation activities (Holland et al, 2019), found that such activities provide psychological benefits to participants in incredible consistency. Davidson and Ewert (2024) found that engaging with nature in exciting and unique ways improves one's ability to interpret and manage feelings such as anxiety and/or depression, making a person more resilient in the future. Outdoor adventure provides a separation, both physical and psychological, from the general urban living and working environments, providing an opportunity for restorative effects (Hammit et al, 2015). The built-up fatigue and decay of normal functioning a person may be experiencing is counteracted by the lack of stress, time pressures and social demands that allows for self-reflection and personal attentiveness provided by being outdoors and focused on the self during physical activity (Mutz and Müller, 2016). These effects allow a person to leave an outdoor adventure activity feeling uplifted and refreshed.

The psychological benefits of outdoor adventure can also be targeted to specific groups to benefit from. An exploratory study found that such programmes could be immensely beneficial to recovering military personnel in the UK, a group that showed an immediate improvement in wellbeing after a course’s activities; an improvement which was still present during a follow-up six-months later when participants reported improvements to their lives and positive changes in their self and behaviour (Kay and McKenna, 2019). These improvements were notably described as an ability to recognise personal positive qualities and skills, suggesting an improved self-awareness, perhaps supported by the restorative effects described by Hammit (2015), and the opportunity for self-reflection noted by Mutz and Müller (2016). This unique field of activity can also have unique benefits for people living with developmental disabilities. Adventure activities can be enjoyed and interpreted by this group in a very different way to neurotypical perspectives, instead utilising physical activities such as climbing and other fully engaging activities, as if they were a stimming action. This potential to essentially stim with one's entire body results in a distinctively positive angle of sensory stimulation (Armstrong et al, 2023). People with developmental disabilities also experience the separation from typical stressors reported by Mutz and Müller (2016), to a potentially even greater degree that allows for better social engagement and a sense of empowerment (Armstrong et al, 2023).

[bookmark: _Int_0OVSSIHB]Armstrong et al (2023) findings are surprisingly similar to my own experience as a person with an autism diagnosis, as I have always been averse to traditional forms of exercise as I find them to be extremely negative sensory experiences. The lack of holistic stimulation to the mind and wider body during a gym-based workout often focuses on exercising individual muscle groups and repetition, I find this process uncomfortable as there can be an unequal sensation of strain. Outdoor Adventure provides a way to engage in physical activities which are engaging to the whole body, whilst in environments which can engage the mind and allow for more varied experiences. Additionally, when considering the mental health benefits of outdoor activities for those with disabilities, a factor that can easily be overlooked is how accessing these experiences can be beneficial to those supporting family members or friends with disabilities. On one occasion volunteering with The Outdoor Partnership, I assisted in helping a physically disabled woman (will be known as C) and her father (F) to hike to the peak of Pen-Y-Fan. As C required a wheelchair and carers at all times, the experience was valuable in exploring ways to make the hike safely and efficiently with only equipment that was already on hand. However, I felt the most valuable part of the activity was seeing the incredibly positive impact the day had upon F. Getting to experience the hike and summit (in rain and fog) with F’s daughter was a visibly positive experience for F, as someone who greatly enjoyed outdoor activities. The opportunity for the family and carers of those with more limiting disabilities to share fun and exciting experiences with their loved ones was not something I had previously considered. Observing the importance and potential benefits of this experience informed me that outdoor adventure provides an opportunity to benefit the mental health of both those with a diagnosed disability and their families in equal measure.

When considering Outdoor Adventure benefits to the UK, it is vital to acknowledge the huge economic impact of the industry. In Wales, an estimated £1.6 billion is generated annually by outdoor adventure experiences, the running of which supplies around 31,000 jobs and subsidises £26.5 million worth of mental health support (Welsh Sports Association, 2023). Regarding individual businesses, there are particularly successful examples such as Zip World which has contributed £941 million to the economy across its past ten years of operation (Mitchell, 2024).

Furthermore, certain outdoor adventures can make excellent use of land which is otherwise difficult to utilise. The UK is home to many mining sites that are no longer in use, over 1,300 metal mines and collieries situated in mining communities which have become some of the poorest in the country. These disused sites can often provide ideal conditions for certain outdoor adventure activities, allowing businesses to move in and produce lucrative revenue and employment opportunities in local communities and counteract the negative effects of mine closure (Stanley et al, 2020). Current examples of the range of uses for closed mining sites in the outdoor industry include mountain biking in Antur Stiniog’s slate caverns, Zip World at Penrhyn Quarry, Surf Snowdonia at Trefriw aluminium plant and Bounce Below’s underground trampoline site and cavern exploration at Llechwedd deep mine.

[bookmark: _Int_aeytsze7]Stonehouse (2022) suggests that in order to ensure Outdoor Adventure is an industry supporting sustainability efforts, its practitioners must encourage a focus on sustainable strategies within the field. Stonehouse's description of outdoor adventure as involving “Local landscapes, far more often, as a way of life” encourages a focus on local, accessible exploration of activities available. Moving away from the tendency for long journeys that produce unnecessary waste, instead an engagement with the philosophical and moral issues involved with considering such experiences more valuable that those that can be had locally, should be encouraged (Stonehouse, 2022). Conscientiousness regarding the environment is essential when facilitating outdoor activities, as such experiences can be found to nurture a greater appreciation and connection to the environment than when participants began. Greater understanding of the value and place of the natural world in one's life has been found to change behaviour even after returning to a more urban-based life; making outdoor adventure invaluable in spreading awareness and support for environmental and sustainability efforts (Hanna et al, 2019).

Outdoor Adventure programmes can offer a wide range of benefits, beyond the fun and excitement they provide, to a variety of fields. These experiences can be utilised to support child development and wider education, enhance mental and physical health in accessible ways, promote sustainability and drive local and national economic growth. The opportunity to engage with nature through experiences of real and perceived risk fosters a greater connection with the natural environment, provides a valuable context in which to gain and test critical life skills, uplifts communities, encourages resilience and provides powerful experiences in stark contrast to the modern, urbanised world many people are familiar with. The value of outdoor adventure for our post-modern society cannot be understated, as when applied properly, it has the potential to support the development of a more sustainable, connected, and resilient future.
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