William Jones      BMSH4106
Discuss the value of outdoor adventure (OA) programmes in a post-modern society.
 
You should consider the value of OA in relation to different aspects of post-modern life such as economics, sustainability, health and education. Depending on your knowledge you might wish to consider this from a predominantly UK based perspective or a use a more global context. 
 
You are expected to consider the academic evidence as well as reflect on your own personal experiences to create an informed discussion. 

In an era shaped by mental health and economic crises, outdoor adventure programmes offer a compelling response of the challenges of post-modern life. There is debate when post modernity begins, however in this essay I will begin at the start of the 20th century and work my way up to modern day. Postmodernism can be defined by a ‘20th-century style and concept in the arts, architecture, and criticism, which represents a departure from modernism and is characterized by the self-conscious use of earlier styles and conventions, a mixing of different artistic styles and media, and a general distrust of theories.’ Within this context outdoor adventure programmes have evolved from early character-building education into diverse programmes that promote environmental stewardship, wellbeing, and experiential learning. This essay explores the value of these programmes through four key elements; Health, education, sustainability and economics, this discussion aims to illustrate both the potential and value but also the drawbacks and problems outdoor adventure programmes face in a post-modern society. 
The early 20th century could be considered the grassroots of outdoor adventure programmes with the creation of the scouting movement in 1907 by Robert Baden-Powell. The scouting movement is probably one of the most significant examples of early interventions, indicating how reformers believed that socially desirable attributes could be achieved in a more accelerated manner, with out of the classroom experiences developed in line with social need, including character building and more army inspired citizenship at the time. This played a significant role in the development of the adventure education field throughout the twentieth century (Beames et al, 2019, p.150). 
At the time of Scouts creation, there was still a heavy focus on gender roles in the United Kingdom. The creation of Girl Guides/ Girl Scouts was mainly to achieve ‘citizenship training focused on a Girl Guide’s future role as a woman, wife and mother to create a future womanhood fit to support and help the men of the nation’ which shows the inequality between genders that was accepted at the time. (Mills, 2011, p. 546). As we move into modern times however this focus on supporting men has changed with the perception of society, from girls’ future roles as a woman to ‘Whoever they are, wherever they're from, girls can do anything. From crafting to camping, sports to inventing.’ (Girlguiding, 2025) This shows a significant shift in gender roles in the past to a more equal, educational and health-based movement to fit the everchanging needs and norms of society, this brings value as it inspires young girls that they can achieve anything.
Post World War 2, The scouting movement began to inform mainstream education as ‘educators began increasingly to use the outdoors and adventurous activities for various purposes after the Second World War, in particular’ (Beames et al, 2019 p.154). The implementation of the 1944 Education Act in the UK is one of the most influential factors on the growth of outdoor adventure programmes, where local authorities had an obligation to provide residential and youth leisure opportunities to the masses. During this time there was an increase of progressive educators changing the way people were taught. One of these educators, Kurt Hahn, the founder of Outward Bound, identified six principal ‘declines of modern youth’: fitness, skill and care, self-discipline, initiative and enterprise, memory and imagination, and compassion (James, 1990, p. 7). Hahn believed that these problems could be solved through a different approach to mainstream education, developing well rounded and high functioning members of society. Hahn believed social change was affected at an individual level, through acting virtuously and leading by example, compared to the emphasis of being a brick in the wall in Scouting. 
By focusing on the individual instead of the masses, I believe there can be significant change in the way we are taught and learn. There has been too much emphasis on the value of succeeding as a school in recent times, with education facilities encouraged to achieve a high rank in ranking tables such as Estyn inspections instead of teaching to the needs of individuals. Sahlburg (2016), comments that ‘this narrowly focused test-oriented model of education reduces the range of learning activity for students’ which shows that there is value to outdoor adventure programmes at they offer a driffrent approach to education where there is no test-oriented curriculum.
 Evolving the principles of education could bring value to outdoor adventure programmes, as many individuals learn better outside of the classroom. According to Beames et al., 2012, p.7. exposure to the living world can enhance intelligence for some people, however, experiences in modern education are often limited and there are concerns if a one week residential throughout your entire educational journey really achieve impact and influence growth in young people.
Throughout the 1970’s to 2000’s the professionalisation of outdoor adventure programmes was seen with the rise of outdoor activity centres run by local authorities. These centres typically had school-based structures with headteachers and educators running the centres. This switch from the view of a career in the outdoors as a ‘hobby’ into a professional and lifelong career streamlined the popularity of outdoor centres. These centres typically practiced Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, which highlights four stages of experiential learning: experience, reflection, conceptualization, and experimentation (Cherry, 2024). Kolb’s theory of experiential learning and its effects on outdoor adventure programmes are beneficial to our post-modern society as it highlights a unique way to learn, through concrete experiences and reflection. The 2010s saw significant cuts to many areas of public spending as the government of the time sought to reduce a large and unsustainable budget deficit following the late 2000s financial crisis (Ogden and Phillips, 2024.) These budget cuts caused an already underfunded sector to face more struggles, causing many outdoor activity centres run by local authorities to close or be sold off, this in turn shifted the market from providing education in an accessible way to many people to a more profit driven sector. I believe that outdoor adventure programmes in recent years have lost their educational drive and solely focus on how many activities can we fit in a day session or a 3-day residential. This corresponds with my own experience of working for an activity centre where I delivered sessions such as gorge walking, climbing, tiki boarding and archery, where taking note from Kolb’s cycle, there was no reflection after the activities. I still believe there could be value to these programmes however, as not all activity centres are run like this. One way these centres could improve on the way they are run is to incorporate kolb’s experiential learning cycle into these residentials, following a concrete experience in an activity, the group could take part in a paired or group debrief to facilitate reflection and then link their reflections to the classroom/curriculum so pupils can extract their concepts/ ideas. I believe this could better facilitate a transfer of learning and a deeper understanding of the idea’s pupils learn from taking part in outdoor adventure programmes.
With the rise of urbanisation, the natural world is starting to be seen as a place to escape to rather than a part of everyday life, this influences the growing number of adventure tourists, nationally and internationally. Each consumer comes with a distinct set of motivations, from seeking nature connection, to thrill, to connection with other people (Beames et al, 2019, p.209.) Outdoor adventure has now become more accessible than ever to the average person with the commercialisation of the outdoor sector bringing the many benefits of being outdoors such as fitness and mental health to many people in the urban environment. There is now also a heavy emphasis on sustainability in the outdoors, with many outdoor adventure programmes striving to be as eco friendly and sustainable as possible. According to Hanna et al, 2019, “nature-based sports facilitate a deep and ingrained appreciation of nature” which shows the increasing need for adventure tourism to combat the depleting state of our natural environment.
With the rising mental health crisis taking hold in today’s society, outdoor adventure activities and programmes have been shown to be beneficial to mental health, according to Pomfret et al (2025), The findings in their study palpably demonstrates that regular participation in adventure activities can transform individuals and encourage them to adopt an adventurous, active, and nature-oriented lifestyle with good levels of sustained eudaimonic well-being. Taking part in outdoor adventure programmes brings value as it reduces strain on the NHS as there are less people needing access to professional help and because of this there is less pressure on the economy due to reduced numbers of people using the services.
In conclusion, outdoor adventure programmes show growing relevance to post-modern challenges, such as wellbeing, sustainability, education, and health. The evolution of these programmes shows that during difficult times outdoor adventure programmes have prevailed, like during the economic crisis of the 2000’s, and continues to bring value to people of all backgrounds and occupations. That value however depends on design and implementation as outdoor adventure programmes are seen as bonuses especially during education instead of an essential part of the school journey.
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