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The psychological benefits and issues associated with taking part in outdoor adventurous activities.

Being outdoors has always been a primal instinct for humans as it is a place that allows us to grow, adapt, learn and improve skills and communicate better (Taylor, A. Et al. 1998; Fjørtoft, I., and Sageie, J. 2001; Pyle, R. 2002). However, how does being in the outdoors affect us psychologically? The human mind is extremely complex and capable of feeling a plethora of different sensations even during the same activity. But what exactly are the main positive and negative effects that occur when taking part in outdoor activities? In this essay I will try to suggest what I believe are potentially the biggest psychological benefits and issues, using examples from 4 different outdoors sports. The sports I will use are; summer hiking, climbing, kayaking and caving. I will use these four adventure sports as they are quite contrasting and will hopefully provide a more in depth look at the different benefits and issues as they are so different in nature. I will try to base all of my research and findings on the sample group of young people, specifically those under 18 years of age as this is the age where people are still developing and their psychological state is most impressionable. 

The most common psychological effect of outdoor adventure sports is that which comes from risk taking and risk seeking. Risk is a big part of adventurous sports, and some people even go so far as to say it is a defining characteristic of what an adventure sport is (Krein, K. 2007). Risk seeking elicits many reactions from the human brain including emotional arousal. ‘Risk-seeking is a deliberate way of inducing the emotional arousal that risk-taking generates ... both pleasurable and unpleasurable excitement are involved in risk-seeking’ (Foster, 1993, p. 67. In Houge Mackenzie, S., and Brymer, E. 2018). The emotional arousal that is gained from taking part in adventurous activities can be highly addictive as adrenaline is released into the body, giving the person a heightened feeling of elation. This adrenaline release has long been seen as the main and only reason for taking part in outdoor adventurous activities. However, many psychological benefits have been linked to outdoor adventurous activities.
	‘Kerr and Houge Mackenzie (2012) identified several motivations beyond thrill-seeking across multiple adventure sports, a finding supported by studies reporting outcomes such as personal control, courage, attention restoration, personal growth, self-actualisation, achievement, and mastery (e.g, Fischer. and Smith. 2004; Lyng. 2005; Pain. and Pain. 2005; Pearson and Craig. 2014).’ (Hough Mackenzie, S. and Brymer, E. 2018)
As shown above, the potential psychological benefits are plentiful and quite widespread in terms of their effects. Quite an important potential benefit is that of self actualisation as this leads to an increase in self confidence. This is especially important for teenagers as it allows them to be more confident in their abilities and find their passions and skills they excel in. A person's teenage years is when they are supposed to make decisions about their futures and plan what they want to do when they finish education. However, a person's teenage years can be quite troubling and many struggle with mental health issues linked to a lack of self confidence; ‘1 in 4 people in the UK will experience a mental health issue at some point in their life’ (The Children Society. 2018). Nevertheless, with increased self confidence from taking part in outdoor adventurous activities this statistic may go down and more people may be happier in their daily lives so it is imperative that young people are given access to adventurous activities. Self confidence can also be increased by and increase a person's technical abilities. Using kayaking as an example, if a person learns to roll in a swimming pool they will have the confidence to do that skill, which will then improve their confidence in the activity as they are able to do an intermediate level skill (British Canoeing. 2019). Once the person has practiced this skill and increased their confidence in performing the skill they can then start to perform a roll in the sea or on white-water rivers, opening up different and more progressive types of paddling for them to do. This will in turn increase their self confidence as they can perform that activity at a higher level and are more willing to push themselves, possibly into a leadership or coaching position as they can now perform more advanced skills at a higher level. 
Another potential positive benefit of taking part in adventurous activities is the possibility of restoration therapy. Young people, especially those with Attention Deficit Disorders (ADD) can sometimes have trouble focusing and concentrating for long periods of time, especially when doing an activity or task which is educational based and stationary in nature, such as doing a test or learning in a classroom. However, it is proven that if young people with ADD are given time to spend outside to play or relax then they are able to focus and learn more easily (Taylor, A. Et al. 2001), one way this can occur is through Attention Restoration Theory (ART). ART,  pioneered in 1989 (Kaplan, R. and Kaplan, S.) is the theory that being in the outdoors allows the mind to relax, it allows a person to look at things with ‘soft fascination’ meaning they don't have to stress too much thinking hard about what they are looking at and can allow their mind and imagination to wander. In fact a systematic review of studies conducted in 2016 (Ohly, H. Et al) showed that there was a direct correlation in people spending time outside or viewing scenes of nature and a reduction in cortisol (the hormone linked to stress levels) in the brain leading to an improvement in productivity and focus. Being able to get young people to focus is a necessity as it allows them to perform better when taking exams and tests and also allows them to be more productive if they are given a task to complete. 
Adventure sports and in particular extreme adventure sports have been found to increase the courage and confidence of a person (Breivik, G. 1996). This psychological boost of an increase in courage could potentially help young people as it will also lead to an increase in their confidence. This increase can lead to them putting themselves forward for new positions, for example leadership positions, and trying out for activities they wouldn't have tried beforehand. Not only does taking part in adventurous activities increase courage but it also increases humility, ‘Being in nature at this level transforms the human tendency for anthropocentricity and replaces it with ecocentricity and the realization of true courage and humility’ (Brymer, E. and Oades, L.G. 2008), despite this paper only being about extreme adventurous activities, I still believe it is relevant as the psychological effects given are still from people taking part in adventurous activities, just not ones that I will be discussing in this essay. This realisation of the environment around the participant has a huge psychological impact on the person involved in the activity. They can become more aware of how they affect the environment they are in and take more consideration of their actions. As stated in the paper by Brymer and Oades, when a participant understands how important the environment is that is around them, they become more caring and start to be more responsible for their actions. This affects the person psychologically as it causes them to feel empathetic for their surroundings and have more understanding, which affects them positively and they can become more in-tune with the world around them and look after it, giving them a sense of achievement as they are looking after the Earth.
Hiking is one activity where many positive psychological effects can occur. According to a study published in 2009 (Hill, E. Et al), the values of self reliance, self confidence, self fulfillment and enjoyment were present in all of the hikers that they interviewed for their study. All of these psychological effects can positively affect a person's mental health and lead to them choosing to do the activity as they are enjoying it more. Hiking can also give people confidence by allowing them to take on leadership roles. If a young person chooses to take on a leadership role, they must be confident in themselves that they can perform technical abilities well enough for others to rely on them. This will in turn increase their self-confidence as they will have the reassurance that they are able to competently perform skills, as they successfully lead groups. 

Despite the many psychological benefits of taking part in adventurous activities there are also some issues which can result from taking part in these activities. The first and most predominant being anxiety. Anxiety affects everyone that takes part in outdoor adventurous activities as it provides the body with arousal. People feed off of this arousal which is why they enjoy doing the adventurous activities as it gives them a thrill. However, if a person's anxiety and arousal begins to become too much for them, it can start to decrease their performance, this is known as catastrophe theory. First used in the psychological sense in 1987 (Hardy, L., and Fazey, J.), the theory was that as a person's arousal increased whilst taking part in an activity their performance also increased, this was until a point where their arousal levels became overloaded and their performance levels dropped dramatically. This can happen if a person is pushed too far out of their comfort zone or is given too many tasks to do at one time. As a representation, this would be a person in the misadventure or danger sections of Mortlock’s Adventure Experience Paradigm (Mortlock, C. 2004). In these sections the activity participant would be completely overloaded by the situation that is occurring around them and would not be able to act or perform actions that would either correct the situation or save them from danger. Many people tend to try and keep control when they are taking part in activities and only some, risk seeking people will push for the top end of frontier adventure, no-one intentionally does an activity for something to go wrong and misadventure to occur as even if they are doing something particularly risky and dangerous they will have a high self-efficacy and believe they will succeed. An example in an outdoor setting would be during caving, a group may be going through a particularly tight cave and getting deeper and deeper and then come to a sump (underwater section), if half of the group go through but then one of the group is too overloaded with stress to go through then it could possibly jeopardise the groups trip and cause more negative effects. This is especially important with young people, if the group in the cave is that of young people and one does not want to go through the sump but the rest of the group do, there could be added social pressure put on the person leading to a breakdown. 
Another way anxiety can affect a person is through negative trends and loops. If a person ends up getting injured whilst taking part in an activity, re-injury anxiety can stop them from performing that activity again, or at the same level at least. ‘An athlete may be hesitant to give 100% due to lack of confidence in the injured body part resulting in increased worry and tension’ (Ford, J. Et al. 2017). This can then lead to that person never fully recovering from the injury and being stuck in a cycle of never being able to get back to their pre-injury performance levels as they are too anxious of what could occur. A representation of this could be in climbing, if a person were to injure a body part during a climb, such as a tendon in their finger, once it has healed they can be hesitant to put their body in that position again as they are anxious of hurting themselves again. This could be detrimental to a young person who had just started out climbing as they would be hesitant to keep climbing and could stop completely, psychologically affecting them negatively as they would then associate climbing with being injured and think that it is unsafe, when in reality they could have not warmed up properly prior to the session. 

In conclusion I believe that the many beneficial psychological effects massively outweigh the few negative issues that can occur when taking part in outdoor adventurous activities. Despite the possible seriousness that the negative psychological benefits can have, if the appropriate control and safety measures are put in place, the occurrence of these effects can be mitigated to an almost negligible level. The sheer amount of psychological benefits that are available to people engaging in adventurous activities should evidence enough that outdoor adventurous activities should be available to all young people. 
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