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Assessment: Evaluate the proposed psychological benefits and any potential issues associated with taking part in outdoor adventurous activities
 
Module lead: Allison Connaughton



Collins dictionary defines adventure as “involved in an unusual, exciting, and rather dangerous journey or series of events” (Collins) so this essay will take Outdoor adventurous activities (OAA) to be any activity that challenges the participant or proves some sort of excitement and is taking place within the outdoor environment. OAA can be an extremely beneficial tool in terms of improving and maintaining good mental, emotional and psychological health (Zwart and Ewert, 2022; Clough et al, 2016; Boudreau et al, 2022). This essay will outline the range of psychological benefits of taking part in OAA, as well as some of the potential risks and if possible, how those risks can be mitigated to provide the best possible experience to those participating. It will discuss wellbeing including how eudaimonic and hedonistic wellbeing are affected by OAA. It will then outline the importance of nature in OAA and how this can impact an individual's psychological health. It will then go on to discuss how the benefits nature provides by itself can be compounded when doing adventure within nature and how healing this can be for mental health conditions like depression and anxiety. The specific benefits on adventure on an individual's mindset, and discussion of how impactful adventure is on personality traits associated with ‘mental toughness’ (Clough et al, 2016). It will identify the risks that can occur within OAA, perceived risk will also be considered in terms of how psychologically harmful facing this risk can be. It will also consider the issue of anxiety, specifically within OAA leaders and how this can become a problem for participants. Lastly, this essay will highlight how self-efficacy can determine performance within OAA. 
When thinking about psychological wellbeing in term of outdoor adventurous activities, it may be important to consider how we are defining wellbeing. Hedonistic wellbeing could be a simple way to categorise this issue by simply saying wellbeing is having more positive than negative “conscious experiences” (Chappell and Meissner, 2023) or encompasses how much pleasure and satisfaction a person experiences in a short-term moment (Kahneman, Diener, & Schwarz, 1999). This could be difficult to apply within an adventurous setting where it may be very normal and beneficial for the participant to experience non-pleasurable emotions or be looking for longer term satisfaction. It’s important not to completely ignore that something can feel uncomfortable or hard and still be a good experience in the end. Eudaimonic wellbeing could be a useful alternative in an adventure setting where uncomfortableness is a high possibility in most activities. Pomfret (2021) compares the benefits and motives of adventure for Hedonistic wellbeing (HW) and Eudaimonic wellbeing (EW) among families participating in adventure tourism. It showed the themes families linked with EW were much more about pushing out of the comfort zone and achieving personal growth, as well as the potential for some negative feelings like “fear, exhaustion and discomfort” (Pomfret, 2021). HW was much more linked with having fun, alleviating boredom and connecting with each-other in the moment. Adventurous activities seem to provide an opportunity for long term growth and personal improvement, in other words increasing eudaimonic wellbeing. However, it also still gives a chance for a participant to have fun and experience instant satisfaction related to hedonistic wellbeing.

The environment in which adventure takes place may also be a factor in how psychologically benficial it is. Nature and feeling connected to the natural environment has been shown to “makes us generally happier, healthier people” (Russel et al, 2013). In a survey the Mental Health Foundation (2021) found that “70% of Uk adults agreed that being close to nature improves their mood” (Mental Health Foundation, 2021). Being close to nature and doing activities within it clearly has positive effects on general mood and wellbeing but it also has been shown to improve diagnosed conditions such as anxiety and depression. This can be seen through green prescriptions to organisations such as Small woods, a charity who run groups for those struggling with mental health, who a member described his experience as “Connecting to People and Nature have built my confidence after a breakdown and given me a new proactive mindset” (Small Woods, 2024). This is shows that nature itself can be an big contributor to good mental and emotional health, this highlights why it may be important to prioritise adventure activities happening outdoors. So, when considering adventure activities that are happening within nature the benefits mentioned previously in terms of being connectedness to nature apply but more benefits in terms of the actual activities may also be present. 

Some of these benefits can be seen in the adventure itself, it was found by Boudreau et al (2022) that those who participated in adventure activities and had an “Adventure – based mindset” (Bourdeau, 2022) had better psychological well-being through the Covid –19 pandemic. Boudreau et al (2022) suggests one reason for this is increased resilience through taking part in adventure which contributed to this “Adventure-based mindset” (Boudreau et al, 2022). Resilience, defined by Ryff (2013) as “the capacity to maintain or regain well-being in the face of adversity”, links in with Pomfrets (2021) findings where adventure increased eudaimonic wellbeing through feelings of challenge and personal improvement through that difficulty. Taking part in these adventure activities before Covid-19 possibly meant these people may have had higher levels of eudaimonic wellbeing and therefore resilience which would have helped them in dealing with the change and unpredictability of the pandemic. Bourdeau et al (2022) describes how participants highlighted the similarities in dealing with difficult situations in adventure and dealing with the challenges of Covid – 19, one climber argued climbing had given them the skills like “self-resilience, and determination and willpower to just keep going in spite of things pulling you back” (Boudreau et al 2022). Clough et al (2016) comments this idea of “mental toughness” within OAA, arguing it has a “clear genetic basic” so perhaps the reason people participating in adventure just have a more resilient personality and are drawn to adventure as a challenge. However, they do clarify that it should be considered its being more understood that “personality traits have far more plasticity” than was thought in the past. So, it could be possible that a lot of the population with already strong mental toughness are being drawn to OAA rather than developing it through the activities however, it could also be true that there are people who are developing mental toughness as a personality trait through pushing themselves to face their fears in OAA. This highlights that, in terms of psychological well-being, facing adversity through OAA can build skills that can be transferred into many other facets of life hence, improving people's ability to cope with these often mentally straining daily struggles. The study also identifies how not only having experience of OAA in the past was helpful but also how being able to do OAA on a smaller scale during the pandemic was an escape from reality for participants (Bourdeau et al, 2022), this is a similar feeling described in a study on the effect of surfing on veterans suffering with PTSD, (Caddick et al, 2015) participants in the study describe how very few activities enabled them to experience respite from their symptoms of PTSD but surfing provided “freedom for those 2 or 3 hours” (Caddick et al, 2015). This demonstrates that not only do OAA activities provide opportunity for building psychological strength so facing challenges in life becomes easier (Boudreau et al, 2022) but also for those who have mental health issues, OAA can be a place where those struggling can experience some freedom from their conditions and “laughter/enjoyment is possible” (Caddick et al, 2015).
One thing that is important to consider which could become an issue is how these activities are led, a common occurrence with OAA is anxiety experienced by leaders of activities, this can be seen in Bunyan and Boniface (2007) in which leaders of an adventure education residential had increased somatic and cognitive anxiety just before activities and this anxiety was experienced by the leader and this was attributed to not feeling able to control of “event outcomes”, this was highlighted when students went on a “unaccompanied” 48 hour expedition and the leader experienced increased anxiety and reduced self-confidence. This suggests that leaders may experience higher self confidence levels and reduced anxiety when they are in control of situations, this is something I have experienced through working with children doing firepit activities, my anxiety as a leader is very low when I am in complete control of the situation. However, when the outcome becomes unknown for example, when children are roasting marshmallows themselves, I notice I become more anxious about the outcome, will they trip, will they go too close. This is something I must be mindful of as a facilitator, I need to find balance between keeping my participants safe and giving them an experience where they can achieve growth and their own personal goals. In my experience, giving in to the anxiety is not always the right thing to do as often it is not justified but assessing the situation and deciding whether there is a real risk is important, as it can prevent activities going over the boundary of peak adventure and ending up in misadventure (Martin and Preist, 1986). 

In summary, OAA’s have clear psychological benefits including an improvement to well-being, for both; hedonistic well-being through the fun and instant gratification adventure can provide, as well as eudaimonic well-being through the challenge and self-improvement that can be achieved through the challenge OAA offers. Resilience is one element of eudaimonic well-being that OAA has been clearly shown to improve, those with an ‘adventure-based mindset’ (Boudreau, 2022) did better mentally overall through the Covid –19 pandemic than those around them not previously involved in OAA. It is worth considering that it could be possible this is not something being developed in OAA, that those participating in OAA naturally have more “mental toughness” (Clough et al, 2016) and resilience and that is why they feel drawn to the challenge of OAA, however, in studies of surfing















Mean Anxiety and self-confidence scores of participants prior to a caving trip

Measures of anxiety in this instance were done by separating it into; cognitive (CA), can be described as mental so feeling worried or unsure for example (Connaughton, 2024), and somatic (SA), which is the physical manifestations of anxiety, sweaty palms or uneasy stomach for example (Connaughton, 2024). Self-confidence is also measured in the CSAI-2, this assesses how confident someone is in their ability to complete a task successfully (Connaughton, 2024). 
This test measured the frequency of CA, SA and self-confidence through a questionnaire being completed 1 week prior, the morning of and just before participants entered the cave. 
The results from this graph show participants, 1 week prior, felt less SA symptoms than CA but SA had a significant increase from a week to the morning of and on the morning of the trip participants felt a similar level of CA and SA. It suggests SA becomes much more prevalent the closer to the event, whereas CA starts out at a higher level but does not increase as significantly, and by the time the event is happening cognitive and somatic anxiety are at a similar level. Hanton et al (2002) study on competition anxiety in sport saw similar results, where in the time leading up to a competition athletes experienced increased CA and SA. Self-confidence however, decreased the closer participants got to the event, starting out at an average score of 19.7, decreasing to 16.4 the morning of and finishing at 15.1 just before entry. This demonstrates participants felt less confident in themselves the closer they got to the event and this biggest drop in anxiety was in the 7 days leading up to the event, there was a drop in self-confidence between the morning of caving and before entering the cave, but this was a very small drop. This differs from what was seen by Hanton et al (2002) who observed an increase in self confidence in the 7 days prior to the event and only saw a drop in self-confidence on the day of the competition. 
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 CSAI-2 Intensity scale
Caving Trip

Cognotive anxiety 	Week prior 	Morning of 	Just before entering cave 	19.899999999999999	26.1	28.75	Somatic Anxiety 	Week prior 	Morning of 	Just before entering cave 	14.1	24.45	27.65	Self Confidence 	Week prior 	Morning of 	Just before entering cave 	19.7	16.399999999999999	15.1	
Mean
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