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Taking part in outdoor adventure activities brings with it both benefits and issues in terms of the potential psychological effects the activities have on participants. Even when done recreationally adventure activities can sometimes take too much of a psychological strain and in some cases the issue outweighs the potential benefits. Looking first at what classes an activity as outdoor and adventurous, Lester-Shire & Rutland Sport (no date) state that an activity must have four imperative points to be adventurous. These defining points are that the activity must normally take place outside; frequently have an adventurous, challenging, residential or learning component; generally involve physical activity; and always respect the environment. The four activities I am basing this assignment on all, in my opinion, fall into this definition of outdoor adventure activities. I am going to draw upon experiences we have had this year in caving, outdoor climbing, surf kayaking and the completion of a solo expedition. The population sample I am focusing on are outdoor adventure education students aged 20-40. All of the experiences I am drawing upon were undertaken recreationally with no tangible gain, and every participant had the choice to not take part if they wished. I feel this is important to highlight as it shows that I can compare the experiences with each other.


There are many potential psychological benefits that come with the undertaking of outdoor adventure activities, and one of the first that appears in research is Banduras theory of self-efficacy (1994). Self-efficacy was defined by Akhtar (2008) as the belief we have in our own abilities to meet challenges we face and to successfully complete tasks. It is different to self-image and actual competencies as it is a belief we have in ourselves, and not a view or a measurable success. It has been shown that successful completion of outdoor activities can increase ones self-efficacy in future participation. Drawing upon our caving experience first, none of us were very confident in ourselves before we started the activity, and there were some of us who did not believe we would be able to complete the whole activity. Once we had successfully navigated and survived the cave system we reflected on the outside about how we now felt. Individually there was a clear heightened sense of self-efficacy in our ability to be able to complete activities in the future. As a team it was interesting to see that we were more confident as a result of having each other there with us, as that actually trust led to increased confidence.

Another potential psychological benefit of participating in outdoor adventure activities is improved team work, group skills and leadership. Stoltz’s research (1992) showed that when groups took part in outdoor adventure activities a leader would emerge without prompting or selection. This natural process a leader forming from a group can really benefit the dynamics of the group as well as each individual participant, even those who do not take a leadership role. Having structure within a group, especially when undertaking outdoor adventure activities, ensures the dynamic of the group, as well as providing individuals with the learning environment they need to progress. This emergent leadership was evident when we were outdoor climbing at the Boiler Slab in the Gower. The more confident individuals in the group took more of a leadership role, and this enabled the less experienced participants to focus on their own experience and progress their skill at a faster rate. The leaders ensured that the rest of the group were comfortable and learning, and the group dynamic was as ideal as it could be. This shows that these types of activities can hold benefits from a teamwork point of view.  

The next potential benefit I feel is important is the improvement of social skills through outdoor adventure activities. Lots of research has been carried out in this area, such as that by Forgan and Jones (2002) who concluded that adventure activities improved students’ social skills, such as communication, teamwork, leadership and dealing with emotion. A scheme called Project Adventure was started up based on the work of Schoel (1988) which led to the development of Adventure Curriculum. Through implementing this curriculum researchers saw gains in self-concept and a decrease in stress and anxiety. This was obviously in a very controlled environment where each factor could be altered by the provider to best suit the group. The findings of these research projects and studies shows similar themes to that which we experienced whilst participating in a surf kayaking session. Whilst loading, unloading and carrying the boats and equipment we saw an almost instant improvement in the communication skills shown within the group. There was also a clear improvement in the wat we had to communicate with each other whilst on the water as the beach is obviously a very loud and uncertain environment. There was a bigger focus on alternative ways to convey messages, such as using signals instead of trying to talk. This heightened concentration and alertness was vital at the time, but ultimately led to greater success in terms of our ability, giving a sense of satisfaction to all who participated.

The last potential psychological benefit I am going to address is that of overcoming fears and personal struggles, and how that positively impacts future experiences. An article published online (no author) discusses the different ways of preparing to face fears when climbing, and the positive impact on the individual after completing the challenging and stressful task. An improved sense of self competency and a willingness to face future challenges and fears was achieved. This led to a greater confidence in all aspects of life, and not just when face with outdoor adventure activities. I can directly relate to this, as I really did overcome a fear by completing a three day solo expedition. I was scared for all kinds of reasons – isolation, increased risk and danger if things went wrong, self-doubt, etc. – but upon completing it I felt a real sense of achievement, and proved to myself that actually I was capable and knowledgeable, and I should have more faith in my own competencies in the future. This positive impact has been visible in all aspects of my life, including in my studies and in work.

Although up until this point it seems that participation in these activities comes without drawbacks, there are also potential psychological issues with taking part in outdoor adventure activities. The first and probably most visible is becoming over stressed at the thought of or, even worse, during the activity. Braunsbergers’ research (2011) suggests that the human body is hot-wired to thrive on certain types of stress, but that an abundance of stress can lead to an individual not being able to cope in the environment and therefore unable to complete the activity safely or at all. This was proved by our caving experience. One of the participants, when exiting the cave, became claustrophobic and therefore his stress levels increased. This led to a rush and panic and resulted in him actually getting stuck in one of the passages. It wasn’t until he calmed down a bit that he could begin problem solving and focus on working his way out of the stressful position he found himself in. Once we were out of the cave and reflecting on the experience he highlighted the fact that he felt he was under too much stress, and for a few moments genuinely couldn’t see a way out. He also said that it had put him off the activity, and he wouldn’t go caving again. This shows how some activities can have negative psychological effects on the individual.

Another very negative psychological issue is that of self-blame after an incident or if something goes wrong and someone is hurt. The author Joe Simpson addresses the issue of self-blame in his novel The Beckoning Silence. He deals with the deaths of many friends in the mountains, and can’t help but feel somewhat responsible for not having gone with them on their last expeditions, or in one case being there and not being able to save them. He spoken about how that affected him I future expeditions, and made him think more carefully about not only his own life but the others he was putting at risk by completing these challenging routes. These same emotions of self-blame were shown on one of the climbing trips, where someone took a fall whilst lead climbing and got pretty seriously hurt. Although the only person at fault was the person that got injured, the person at the bottom of the rope couldn’t help but feel somewhat responsible for the accident. He blamed himself for the events of the day and that had such negative impacts on not only his confidence but his willingness to participate. 

The study of how failure poses potential psychological issues is one that really does interest me. In this situation it is not about addressing the current task, as that’s the one that has been failed, but how that affects participants approach to future tasks. Brunstein (1996) carried out a study in which the results showed that failure on a task led to impaired performance on subsequent tasks and lowered interest in future tasks. In this case it is not about the immediate effect, but how it alters attitude and willingness to persevere. I can link this closely to our experience sea kayaking. None of us were very successful in the activity and there was a big emphasis on self-guided learning, so the tutors were taking a very hand-off approach. Due to no one having much success, we were not incredibly motivated to actually persevere. The conditions weren’t great, and we were given the option to go to another bay where the conditions were better and we all declined. No one wanted to try again as we had been so turned away from the activity by our perceived failure and frustration. This negatively impacted how we felt about participating in this activity in the future.

The last potential psychological issue I am going to look at is self-doubt and the fear of the consequences of not being able to complete a task. The consequences of failure are much worse in high risk environments or situations. Research by Correia (2018) concluded that ‘concern of mistakes [or failure] influences significantly all fears of failure dimensions, followed by doubts about actions dimensions’. The doubt instils fear in the participant, and then in turn the fear makes the participant doubt their own ability and competencies. I personally experienced this whilst undertaking the solo expedition. I doubted my navigational skills as well as my ability to be completely isolated for three days, as in this environment and with no one out with me the consequences of a mistake would have been extreme. This doubt led to fear of the activity and of being alone, and of the consequences a mistake would lead to. The more scared I got the more I doubted my abilities. Participating in this solo expedition had very negative outcomes in the week before we went, and although there were some benefits to completing it, I feel the negative consequences and emotional toll it took really did outweigh anything positive that I took from the expedition. 

In conclusion, there are definitely both psychological benefits and issues associated with taking part in outdoor adventure activities. The negative issues can definitely be managed or minimised with planning and strategies to overcome them. It is clear that in some instances the issues will outweigh the personal benefits for a participant, and in those instances it is important that the participant knows their limitations in order to avoid the psychological issues they could potentially be exposed to. In these instances there are still ways for the participants to get involved, for example as part of the safety team or a point of contact in emergency, which could challenge in different and more manageable ways. Overall I still believe there are more psychological benefits than issues when taking part in outdoor adventure activities.
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