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What are benefits of engaging with challenging and adventurous outdoor    activities?

It’s a common argument that the risk of outdoor adventures outweighs the benefits. I am going to be looking into what benefits there are to be had while in an outdoor activity and why we are seeing a decline in children being allowed to play by themselves in the outdoors and also the significant decrease of distance children are allowed to play unsupervised in. Tim Gill uses the term “Risk averse society” (Gill, 2007). I will be using this to compare to my prior outdoor experiences to the modern day to see how it has changed.

A challenging and adventurous outdoor activity can be described in many ways, I believe everyone will have their own personal view what it would encounter for them. Mortlock came up with a staged process of where adventure will take people.

Stage 1: Play: Characterized by little emotion through relatively easy participation in activities which are below the person's skill level
Stage 2: Adventure: (Characterized by enjoyment and excitement, where a person's is using his/her capabilities more fully, but the person maintains control over the situation and his/her self
Stage 3: Frontier Adventure: Characterized by peak experience, which emerges from a person experiencing adventurous challenges very close to his/her limits.  If the person succeeds, then generally a peak experience is had, but there is real risk of pushing too far and falling/failing, leading to Stage 4.
Stage 4: Misadventure: Characterized by a person choosing or being forced to participate in challenges beyond his/her capabilities, resulting in negative emotions (fear, hurt, etc.), possibly injury and even ultimately death.
(Mortlock, 1984)


These four stages of Adventure are a way to breakdown different elements of adventure, however, what might be play for one person, could be a frontier adventure, or even misadventure for another. It is possible to have an adventure and only experience one of the four stages of Mortlock’s adventure stages or hit all of them. Therefore, it is important when taking part in activities to remember that people surrounding you may not be at the same stage of adventure as you are. For me it is key for the experience to be pushing my upper limits of my comfort zone to make me really focus on the task ahead. I expect adventure to raise my heart rate and use my mind in a new way than before. An element of risk is needed in my outdoor activities to stimulate my brain and give me ways to think about how to get around a hazard or obstacle. Franco Ferrero states; “All Adventure sports involve taking risks.” (Ferrero, 2006) However just because a risk is taken the severity of the risk can vary from activity and person. Burton also mentions; “Without uncertainty of outcome, without risk, we may have a very fine recreational experience, but we no longer have adventure.” (Burton, 2007) I feel another key factor of outdoor activity’s is they should be new and educational experience. 

The benefits from having outdoor adventures will also vary from person to person. For me I will always remember my first unsupervised overnight adventure. I had met some friends on the internet and had started going mountain biking most days of the week with them. One rainy afternoon we were bored and sat around the house. My Mum told us to find something to do, so we decided that we would camp up the Wenallt overnight. We grabbed a tent and tarpaulin from my garage and packed a bag and got a bus up the mountain. We trekked to the furthest side of the forest from the main road and made camp at a bottom of a steep hill where we had previously fitted a rope swing and made some mountain biking jumps. We made an area under the tarpaulin clear first before we set up the tent and quickly started making a huge fire. Although this just seems trivial to most this experience was extremely beneficial for all of us. At the age of 14 we were allowed to make our own experience with no supervision, we had to plan our entire trip and learnt to make our own mental risk assessment which we made as the trip went on. We made our own assumptions on how big we can make the fire safely. Gill mentions; “adventurous activities make demands on children and young people – physically and emotionally – they cannot be entirely risk-free.” (Gill, 2010) In reality, we had camped about 200 meters from a Carpark, this normally wouldn’t be a risk however it was known for drug dealing but being our age we were not aware of this. The perceived risk of this is greater than reality as our presence would most likely scare them off. We also experienced a can of baked beans exploding on the fire when someone had not opened it and thrown it on to cook. An entertaining mistake however giving me something to learn from. “The learner is actively engaged in posing questions, investigating, experimenting, being curious, solving problems, assuming responsibility, being creative, and constructing meaning.” (Ewert and Sibthorp, 2014) From this experience, I learnt an array of skills. It gave me my own freedom from a young age and the ability to be able to cope in an environment away from adults. At the age of 14 I was unfit and spent a lot of time on my PlayStation and Myspace. This experience gave me the chance to be active at my own pace and not worry about being slow or keeping up with other people. Although I found my first outdoor community through the world of the internet, the outdoors opened me up to new friendship groups and helped me progress with being sociable and interacting with people I previously may not have dealt with. Having the experience of depending on a few others my own age gave me new skills of team building and gave way to my social anxiety. Gill mentions it is better to teach children how to manage risk, instead of teaching them to stay away from the sea or rivers we should be teaching them how to swim. (Gill, 2010)

If you were to compare my experience to the modern day I do not feel that I would have had the same experience or even had chance to camp up the mountain. The same forest has strict signs saying no fires or camping. Gill Says; “‘Safety first’ does not drive out the opportunities children should have for experiment and development.” (Gill, 2007) I feel the youth today are forced away from what would have been a great experience for them to get away from adults and experience nature without it feeling so rudimental or scripted. Children are treated with such risk averseness that it comes across patronising and doesn’t give them a chance to learn necessary skills they would have once learnt by themselves. This can be extremely damaging when it comes to adult life when they are unable to make decisions by themselves and can’t weigh up risk whether this is to do with the outdoors or not.  Gill States “There is no recognition that this necessarily involves a balanced approach to risks, & no acknowledgement that overprotective measures might themselves be harmful or unhelpful for children.” (Gill, 2007) “Increasingly, the media reinforces the beliefs that what is outside the home or the school will hurt us and that nature is other.” (Beames et al. 2012) The pressure from the media deeming that adventurous regularly bring people towards serious harm and are dangerous is a huge contributor to our risk averse society. The media is quick to always find faults but not the benefits when it comes to adventure activities. It scaremonger’s parents into not letting children out of their sight and stopping them from exploring the natural world. “Because adventurous activities make demands on children and young people – physically and emotionally – they cannot be entirely risk-free.” (Gill, 2007) However this is no different to children crossing the road or playing in the school yard. In Gills book Hannah talks about how idiotic adults can be, that they ban everything and it leaves children like her with nothing new to try or do. She says that they might as well lock children in an empty room. (Gill, 2007) This has been often being referred to as Cotton wool kids and it’s something we are seeing more of everyday. Children’s right to roam is getting increasingly smaller generation after generation. With the worry of not just children hurting themselves but stranger danger. Studies show that the distance children are allowed to roam is significantly smaller than previously. “The area that child is allowed to travel around on their own – has shrunk by 90 per cent in a single generation.” (Gill, 2010) This drastic decline in area to play restricts how a child may behave knowing that an adult may be watching or observing there play. The Wenallt where I camped was over 5 miles from home and I definitely didn’t take my mobile with me. Some people may argue that with a smaller area a child will embrace their imagination more and release their inner creativity. However, I would argue that a child may feel more insecure knowing that they are not far away from parents/peers who might expect them to behave in a certain way. “Activities and experiences that previous generations of children enjoyed without a second thought have been relabeled as troubling or dangerous while adults who still permit them are branded as irresponsible.” (Gill, 2007) If I was to re-enact my camping trip up the Wenallt as an adult I would be viewed as up to no good by the surrounding middle class area. These woods were our playground when we were younger where we built mountain bike jumps camped and had daily fires and never encountered any trouble from the neighbors of the woods. Returning to these woods as an adult for a mountain bike ride not even having half the adventure I did before, I was approached by a gentleman whose dog ran in front of my bike. He called the police on me for riding my mountain bike through the woods. If we put myself back into my 14-year-old shoes with a group of 15+ young boys in the woods starting fires and riding bikes we would all be cautioned with an Anti-social-behavior-disorder.

In my opinion, I think that we are in a stage of the worlds gone mad when it comes to health and safety and over protection of children. I can see there are benefits of having health and safety in some context to stop injury but at the same time I feel it is a laziness in actually educating our children how to risk manage. The real benefits are for the children to be able to explore and learn risks for themselves. Not have to be put down for playing in the woods but to embrace it. Being outdoors is a way to help kids care for the planet. If we continue to scare kids about playing in nature we are likely to see more damaging acts towards the planet in future years. If we tell children what is dangerous and what is safe they will never be able to transfer risk assessment into their adult lives. We should be educating children about risk instead of scaring them away from taking it. If parents knew their children were competent in the outdoors from introducing it to them from a young age they would not be so reserved/nervous from letting their children play alone. Franco Ferrero says; “In order to decide how high the risk factor is, we need to combine the probability of failure with the consequences” (Ferrero, 2006). If we shelter Children from a young age of what the consequences may be from an activity by stopping them doing it, it’s likely that when they come to this obstacle as an adult they will not have the necessary skills to make a sensible decision because they have never risk managed before. I believe the biggest risk children face in the modern world is their ability to use their own intuition to make decisions. Being re-introduced into the outdoors where they are able to adventure and take risks at their own rate gives them the ability to manage risk, be active, and learn to respect nature. If we continue to deny children access to the outdoors they will suffer from nature deficit disorder and continue this trend of our risk averse society. I would be devastated if when I have children they would be prosecuted for camping and having a fire in the local woods. If we take away the ability for children to make mistakes then how will they learn. I think that when it comes to risk management with outdoor adventure everything should be taken in moderation, including moderation. The more we keep our youth away from danger the less they are going to understand it in the years to come. 
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