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With reference to personal experiences and selected literature from the module reading list, discuss the potential benefits of engaging with challenging and adventurous outdoor activities

This essay will use reference to my own personal experiences to investigate the key features of challenging and adventurous activities, followed by outlining researched potential benefits associated with engagement of selected challenging and adventurous activities. In addition, this essay will discuss potential factors which may have contributed to what Gill (2007) refers to as a ‘risk adverse society’.

This first section of my essay will be clearly outlining what I consider to be the key features of challenging and adventurous activities; This involves the term ‘risk’, ‘precieved risk’ and the idea of being taken out of one’s ‘comfort zone’. Haddock (1993) refers to Meyer’s (1979) definition of risk as the potential to lose something valuable.  This loss may, in turn, be of any type:  financial, social, mental or physical.  Uncertainty is created by the existence of risk. This idea of uncertanity is one of the key elements of outdoor adventurous activities (OAA). 

Another key feature that comes up in discussion about  outdoor adventurous activities (OAA) is the term ‘perceived risk’. Haddock (1993) notes that Priest, Simon and Baillie (1987) state that risk is subjective in that an individual’s perception of the actual risk existing at any given time may or may not be related to the real or absolute risk.  Haddock (1993) also states that if the level of perceived risk is high, then this can be manifested as fear or anxiety and likewise, if the perceived level of risk is low in a situation that is actually risky, boredom and carelessness can occur which may lead to accidents.  As a result, it is important that the activity is managed correctly so that participants do not suffer from psychological or physical damage as a result of taking part.

Mortlock (1984) states that taking one out of their ‘comfort zone’ can promote their learning experience. The idea of participants having a new uncertain challenge will lead them out of ‘stage 2 – adventure’ into ‘stage 3 – frontier adventure’ where peak experience is achieved. However, similarly to ‘perceived risk’ facilitators must be careful and ensure correct ‘risk management’ - “The process of reducing potential loss to an acceptable level” Haddock (1993) is ensured to make sure participants do not venture into ‘stage 4 – misadventure’ as this can result in negative emotions, possible physical harm and even fatality. 
This next part of my essay will look at the proposed benefits of selected OAA in parallel my personal reflection from my OAA experiences. The World Health Organisation (WHO, 1948) identify a number of key issues that affect the health of young people. These issues can be broadly divided into three categories, physical, social and mental Berry and Hodgson (2011)

Berry and Hodgson (2011) state that physical activity is essential for maintaining health and wellbeing and stress the importance of developing and maintaining healthy lifestyle habits.  They point out that although many regard physical activity as exercise, sport or training, in fact the only requirement is for movement.  They also state that inactivity can lead to the development of physical, mental and social problems.  Conversely, when physical activity is undertaken on a regular basis, the onset of these problems can be arrested or at least reduced.

On reflection, after a recent paddlesports trip, I noticed that my arms and core were aching but that I felt good about it – I was experiencing a flood of endorphins (the ‘feel good’ hormone) that exercise produces.  During the next trip, I noticed that muscle memory had taken control and I was able to enjoy the session rather than focussing on how tired my arms felt.  Initially I was very apprehensive and scared because I had no experience of kayaking with a spray deck.  However, once my confidence started to grow, I was able to relax and enjoy the natural environment around me.  After the activity I felt an enormous sense of achievement as my main fear had been of what would happen if I capsized.  I decided to make myself capsize, and once this had happened, I realised that I was able to cope and then I knew that I would be fine.  My self esteem had improved enormously and I later realised that this was in accordance with a study by Cotterill and Brown (2018) which documented the improvements in self esteem of a group of men following a sailing trip.  I also began to become aware that my perception of the risks related to kayaking and capsizing had been greater than the actual risk.  I now feel that I have enough confidence to try sea kayaking and to really experience the outdoor environment and develop my sense of place.  

When I took part in the Duke of Edinburgh award, I experienced the enormous mental benefits to be gained from being surrounded by natural beauty.  For me, a key benefit of outdoor adventure activity is the development of a sense of place;  being in the landscape allows me to ‘zone out’ of my everyday life and appreciate the moment Johnston (no date). Another benefit that I discovered through taking part in my DoE experience was it taught me how important it is to maintain a healthy diet in order to stay energised and healthy enough to safely take part in the expedition. I realised  how this can affect your personal well-being, physically and emotionally, and the improtance of being mindful of one’s basic human needs being met. Crossland (no date) discusses the importance of being aware of these basic needs and what happens if they are not taken into consideration. After further reflection on my experience I would also assert that DoE also benefitted me mentally and emotionally through the idea and process of accomplishing goals. For example when we made it to the campsite a sense of achievement was felt, resulting in a boost in self esteem.

After recently undertaking a 5 day residential at Glan Llyn I have been able to spend some time reflecting upon the experience and from that reflection I have discovered some social benefits that are linked to OAA. Miner and Boldt (1981) and Skidelsky (1969) cited in Ewert and Sibthorp (2014), state that Hahn designed educational components that would teach self regulation, social competence, leadership and social responsibility. Similarly, my Glan Llyn experience, ‘outward bound’ which was created in the 1940s by Hahn, uses the natural enviroment to create adventerous ways to promote social and personal development in children by using the environment in an adventurous way, children can gain an enhanced understanding of both themselves and the world around them. Ewert and Sibthorp (2014) further points out that being spontaneously active and exploring open-ended activities provides children with the opportunity to learn to manage risks. This is a key benefit from OAA because in order to make OAA ‘safe’ this is the process in which facilitators need to ensure is 100% to reduce potential loss.

This next section of the essay will clearly outline the potential factors which may have contributed to what Gill (2007) refers to as a risk adverse society. Gill (2007) underlines that there are two contributing factors that are causing risk aversion; the development of a compensation culture, and ‘the nanny state’. The compensation culture exists because of the fear of being sued in the case of accidents. However, Gill argues that this is a myth, and that according to the Law Society there has been no increase in the number of claims over recent years. Gill states that firstly, because of businesses adopting a more cautious approach due to the fear of being sued, this may outweigh the increase in any number of claims that historically would not have been lodged.

The second contributing factor is the ‘nanny state’ and reference to the regulatory organisers such as Ofsted and the Health and Safety Executive (HSE). These organisations have a huge impact on the roles of outdoor adventure facilitators. This is because HSE prescribe regulations which organisations must follow. Although these rules and regulations are provided to ensure maximum safety is ensured, this can decrease the flexibility and professional judgement of outdoor adventure education (OAE) facilitators, because as the years are passing more rules and regulations are appearing. There is also a tendency to ‘skew services’ in order to meet the measured requirements. However, Gill (2007) also argues that it would be wrong to place a risk aversion culture at the door of the nanny state because fears about child safety were apparent prior to the existence of such regulatory bodies.

Gill (2007) comments on the way communities have changed over the last few decades. Parents today may live far from where they grew up and do not necessarily know everybody around them, unlike in previous decades when most children would have been brought up in communities where everybody knew everybody else.  This has resulted in society becoming less friendly and created a more suspicious atmosphere in local areas as to who is around. Gill (2007) argues that this has and contributed towards a risk adverse society because ‘good parenting’ equates to children being under the constant care of an adult in order to ensure they come to no harm. By contrast, those parents who choose to give their children more freedom and time when they are not supervised are deemed neglectful or irresponsible. Gill (2007) cites the sociologist Furedi (2004) who says that parents have to conform to this or they will stigmatised.

Gill (2007) states that professionals are becoming increasingly concerned about the safety of children whilst in the playground and on trips. As a result, schools are reducing the number of school trips and residential holidays for fear of being sued. In 2003 a report by the Skills Select Committee stated that there were between seven and ten million educational trips or visits and yet only one fatality. Therefore the perception of risk in this instance outweighs the reality of such risks. The Select Committee argues that without these opportunities, students are losing out on extra curriculum enrichment. Indeed, Gill (2007) argues that Ofsted and other government departments are too focussed on the safety of pupils and do not support the idea that OAA benefit pupils any more than the average classroom. However, the arrival of ‘forest schools’ in the UK in the mid 1990s is a sign of risk aversion being challenged. Forest schools are a great way to enrich students’ learning as they are situated in a natural environment setting and this allows students to develop a sense of place in the way that they cannot in a typical classroom. Forest school leaders are given specific training on forest school values and they are also shown how to apply this to the forest school environment. This holistic learning approach is a great way for schools challenging risk aversion.




In conclusion:
To conclude in a perfect world, proper  ‘risk management’ would be a key feature of challenging and adventurous activities and is crucial to providing ‘safe’ activities. Within this appropriate risk perception must be analysed in order to create a society that is not totally risk averse.
This essay has identified both the key features and benefits of selected outdoor challenging and adventurous activities. Relevant literature and research was used as well as my own personal experiences to discuss these benefits and potential factors which may have contributed to what Gill refers to as a risk adverse society. 

I believe that challenging and adventurous outdoor activity is a great way to enhance learning opportunities for the future, build self esteem, leadership qualities, self discipline, well being and enjoyment of a sense of place within nature. However, due to the complications and prescribed regulations it is key to ensure that risk management is crucial to providing ‘safe’ activities, with elements of perceived risk, as these have been seen to enhance learning and self development and fulfilment.
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