Essay | Discuss the potential benefits of ‘Adventure’.
Introduction:

"Adventure isn’t something just for daredevils and skydivers. It’s something for all of us who want to live well" (Vanourek, 2022).

I love this statement, it underlines that Adventure can be an important part of life experiences for everyone.  Adventure has aspects of discovery, exploration of the unknown, challenge and sometimes risk – it’s both exciting & scary.   Adventure includes outdoor activities like coasteering, scuba diving, caving, hiking and other physical activities, but it can also be visiting and experiencing new countries, cultures, and environments, learning new subjects or trying new creative projects – like me studying adventure filmmaking.

Through this essay I discuss the potential benefits of adventure and how it can be an important part of life, supporting people to develop, to increase connections to others, to help build confidence and support health and wellbeing. I consider academic research and share personal perspectives as an Adventure Filmmaking student - considering the benefits and risks to be mitigated of adventure as a part of life.  

The Benefits of Adventure

Multiple academic studies and research reports indicate that participation in adventure recreation activities can have significant positive benefits for individuals.  The benefits generally categorize as (1) cognitive development (like learning, sensing, problem-solving or decision making), (2) physical development (building strength and endurance, improved coordination and general health & fitness) and finally (3) psychological development (emotional, social or behavioral development).   

Cognitive Development Benefits:  

In adventure activities, elements are usually unknown or unpredictable and frequently require participants to make agile decisions and solve new challenges, these practices and quick learnings help mental processes.  Physical challenges like climbing, kayaking, caving or orienteering require individuals to navigate and can improve spatial awareness.  Whether outdoor physical adventures or travel & exploring new places, such experiences bring new sights, smells, sounds and can increase sensory stimulation, activating different areas of the brain.  Navigating adventure activities, facing new challenges and environments with elements of unpredictability can boost creativity and idea generation. 
 
Physical Benefits: 

There can be many physical benefits from participating in adventure activities (particularly outdoor adventures).  Activities like hiking, kayaking or climbing support building strength and muscle, and overtime can promote stamina and cardiovascular endurance.  Evidence suggests motors skills develop too, like stability, balance and coordination.  Another physical area where adventure activity can benefit individuals is sensory perception – in difficult sports like caving when its dark we rely on senses like hearing and touch.  Consistent participation in adventure activities can improve overall physical development and growth changes in the body, vitamin D is produced by increased exposure to the sun, so outdoor activities can even help with bone health.

Psychological Benefits: 
 
There are psychological benefits to participating in adventure activities.  Two studies I read ‘The Impact of an Adventure Geology STEM Camp on Outdoor Self-Efficacy’, and ‘Increasing and Generalizing Self-Efficacy - The Effects of Adventure Recreation on the Academic Efficacy of Early Adolescents’, share the benefits of adventure activity on increasing participant confidence.  Other benefits can include emotional development like better management of emotions or developing empathy, and support for social development - including navigating interactions with others and forming relationships through team activities. 

Research cites benefits in development of personal behaviors like resilience-building in handling stress, improvements in problem solving from overcoming difficulties and challenges.  In his article, ‘The Role of Adventure in Personal Growth’, Mike Rucker talks about adventure as building resilience, confidence, flexibility & problem-solving skills.  Stating, “As we step into adventure and face new challenges, we have no other option but to learn…We uncover hidden strengths and develop valuable skills.” (Rucker, 2025). 

Personal Experiences:

My experiences support these benefits.  Since starting my Adventure Filmmaking course, I have learnt filmmaking technical skills however, I have also grown personally through the outdoor adventure activities.  I have participated in climbing, coasteering, caving & kayaking in challenging environments.  Sometimes pushing my physical limits and sometimes testing my mental strength.  When caving, it was stressful in dark, wet, tight enclosed underground spaces - I learnt through working with others I could push my mental boundaries and have fun whilst supporting others.  With each new experience I gain confidence.  As someone with ADHD I know adventure activities support my well-being, particularly with self-regulation and boosting dopamine from the combination of physical exertion, social interaction and active thinking.  

Adventure Filmmaking supports personal development too, as adventure films can captivate and inspire viewers, show unique natural locations and thrilling activities – allowing viewers to experience the unusual and perhaps encourage them to participate.  Even those filmed, or the characters can reveal strengths and weaknesses and show growth on screen.

The Risks of Adventure

Whilst adventure activities offer many benefits to participants, there are potential risks and challenges to navigate.  Risks in adventure differ depending on the activity however, the main risks include (1) physical risks, (2) environmental risks, (3) equipment risks, (4) human risks (5) legal risks and (6) psychological risks.

Physical Risks:

Many outdoor adventure activities have inbuilt risk of injury, for rock climbing that could be falls leading to fractures or sprains, kayaking or scuba diving could include drowning.  Fatigue and physical exhaustion can occur as activities are strenuous, these can be made worse by weather conditions, some extreme environments mean risk of heatstroke, hypothermia or altitude sickness. In all cases where someone is unprepared or has pre-existing health conditions they can be at higher risk during demanding adventure activities.  For example, my mum, a PADI certified Open Water Diver has a different risk profile to me when diving due to her age and medical history.  This means she requires medical certification to dive where I do not.  

Environmental Risks:

Environmental risk has different forms, in some cases the terrain is risky, uneven or unstable ground hiking, or slippery and loose rocks climbing can increase the risks of falls and accidents.  Certain regions where adventure activities happen are more likely to have natural disasters, skiing may see avalanches, in some locations there may be natural disasters like flash floods or landslides or even danger from wildlife and animals have to be considered as part of adventure activities.

Equipment Risks:

Having incorrect or faulty equipment or not knowing how to properly use equipment like climbing gear, diving equipment or life jackets, can make adventure activity risky.

Human Factors:

If guides or participants are inexperienced or unprepared it can lead to people being exposed to dangerous situations.  Where groups are not following instructions, emergencies if faced may not be well handled, especially activities that require teamwork.  

Legal and Ethical Risks:

If activities go wrong individuals and/or organizers can face legal exposure and risk being sued where incorrect procedures are followed.   Legal liability can be faced if those participating in adventure activities damage the natural environment or disturb wildlife whilst undertaking activity. 

Psychological Risks:

The higher risk nature of adventure activities can lead to increased stress and anxiety for participants.  Fear and panic can be triggered when unexpected dangers arise, leading to increased risk of accidents when under-pressure decisions are required. Finally, those that experience or witness difficult events or accidents during adventure activities can trigger post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).  

Risk Management 

Eric Brymer studies extreme sports as a University researcher in the US and Australia. His view of extreme sports participants and dealing with adventure is “They may be doing something dangerous and may experience fear, but this does not necessarily mean they are taking foolish risks while doing the activities” (Brymer, 2023).

This is because there are best practices and strategies which can mitigate risks associated with adventure activities, ensuring exciting experiences in safe enjoyable ways.  Completing risk assessments is essential, initiating the ‘What-If’ game where we play out all possible scenarios that could happen before an adventure, including understanding and estimating the likelihood of what might happen, the consequences of what happens - as well as asking the questions to what extent do the benefits of an activity justify the risks?
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The UK HSE uses an approach ‘five steps to risk assessment’ to identify hazards, evaluate risks and implement precautions.  The Haddon Matrix from the 1970s is another way of thinking about risk, considering and mitigating about the ‘host’ (the participant), the agent or vehicle’ (the equipment used), the ‘physical environment’ (location of the activity), the ‘social environment’ (norms and rules about the activity).  There are other ways to assess, identify and manage risk - such as the Chronological approach using a ‘likely activity timeline’ to focus hazard identification, or the Geographical approach considering the environment of the planned activity without knowing the exact routes participants might take.

Mitigation Strategies:

Its clear from my research there are effective ways to assess risk and basics that can be used to mitigate those risks.  Including ensuring proper training for guides and participants, planning for emergencies and communicating those plans to all.  Ensuring good knowledge of individual capabilities via health checks for participants and preparation in terms of mental support before and during activities.  In group activities social connection and peer support can help mitigate risk. Using high quality, well-maintained safety gear and activity clothing supports safety - as does monitoring weather and environment conditions.  

Conclusion

I have highlighted the many potential benefits of adventure activity in both physical and mental wellbeing, whilst  acknowledging the reality of risk in adventure activities.  Levoy (2019) states, “Often we can do things that are inherently risky and yet come away unscathed, while, at other times, even with the most stringent safety procedures in place, someone may get hurt.”  

This resonates with me.  In my view with the right balance of risk assessment, safety protocols, training, fitness and capability assessment in advance of adventure activities, we can mitigate (not eliminate) risks.  It is my hope that with great preparation we can all ‘live well’ and experience adventure in our lives.
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