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Research Proposal
What are student mountain bikers perceived benefits of the sport, and how does participation relate to wellbeing?
Introduction And Aims
University life presents a range of opportunities for academic and personal growth but can also create significant stress. Students often face academic deadlines, social transitions, and financial pressures that can negatively affect their wellbeing (IMBA, 2021; NHS, 2023). Research has increasingly emphasised the importance of physical activity and time spent outdoors as effective strategies for managing stress and enhancing psychological health (Flowers, Freeman and Gladwell, 2018; Loughborough University, 2025: MIND, 2025). Outdoor adventure sports, in particular, offer unique benefits that combine physical exertion, natural engagement, and social interaction (Roberts, Jones and Brooks, 2018).
University students represent a unique population who often experience transitional stressors, including moving away from home, adapting to academic expectations, and developing new social networks (NHS, 2023). While exercise is widely recognised as a protective factor against stress, participation in adventure sports such as mountain biking may provide additional benefits through challenge, risk, and immersion in natural environments (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2018). However, little is known about how these benefits are perceived by students, who may experience different motivations and outcomes than general adult participants (Frontiers in Sports and Active Living, 2023). Understanding these perspectives could help educators and wellbeing practitioners integrate mountain biking more purposefully into student support initiatives (IMBA, 2023).
Mountain biking is an activity that allows participants to connect with nature, challenge themselves physically and mentally, and experience a sense of achievement and freedom. Beyond its physical benefits, it has been associated with improved mood, stress relief, and self-confidence. Brymer and Schweitzer (2018) found that participation in extreme and adventure sports can lead to psychological transformation, greater self-awareness, and emotional balance, challenging the view that such activities are solely about risk-taking. Similarly, Roberts, Jones and Brooks (2018) reported that mountain biking contributes positively to mental health, with the majority of riders stating that it helps them manage negative thoughts and enhances their sense of identity.

Outdoor environments also appear to amplify these effects. Flowers et al. (2018) showed that “green exercise”, physical activity undertaken in natural settings, produces greater increases in self-esteem and vigour compared with indoor exercise. Their findings further indicated that the belief or expectation that outdoor activity will be beneficial enhances those outcomes. This suggests that mountain biking, which inherently takes place in outdoor, green environments, could deliver significant perceived wellbeing benefits.

Industry and community organisations have reached similar conclusions. The International Mountain Bicycling Association (IMBA, 2023) highlights that mountain biking offers health benefits beyond physical fitness, including stress reduction, enhanced self-esteem, and a sense of freedom. Likewise, IMBA’s (2024) report on the health and environmental benefits of cycling demonstrates that cycling contributes to improved physical and mental health, while promoting sustainable lifestyles. These broader findings on cycling reinforce the importance of investigating the unique benefits associated with mountain biking specifically.

Recent research also points to the multifaceted nature of cycling benefits. A narrative review in Frontiers in Sports and Active Living (2023) identified physical, psychological, and social advantages associated with cycling, alongside key barriers and facilitators that influence participation. Factors such as safety, accessibility, and environmental quality were shown to shape engagement, while social support and connection to nature enhanced motivation and wellbeing. Importantly, the authors called for further research into specific populations, such as young people and students, to understand how cycling-related activities affect their health and wellbeing.

While these studies collectively confirm that mountain biking can enhance wellbeing, there remains limited understanding of how students specifically perceive its benefits. Given that students often experience heightened stress and transitional life challenges, exploring their perceptions may reveal valuable insights for both higher education wellbeing programmes and outdoor recreation professionals.
By exploring these perspectives, this study will provide valuable insights into how mountain biking supports both individual wellbeing and community connection among students.

Research Aim:
To investigate university student mountain bikers’ perceived benefits of the sport and how their participation relates to overall wellbeing.

Research Objectives:
1. To identify the perceived physical, psychological, and social benefits of mountain biking among university students.
2. To explore whether students believe mountain biking helps them manage stress and support their wellbeing.
3. To examine potential relationships between participation frequency and perceived wellbeing.
4. To provide insights for outdoor educators and wellbeing practitioners on how mountain biking can support student health and development.

Research Question:
What are student mountain bikers’ perceived benefits of the sport, and how does participation relate to wellbeing?

2. Method
Research Design:
This study will adopt a mixed-methods design, combining quantitative and qualitative data (McLeod, 2025) to provide a comprehensive understanding of student perceptions. The quantitative phase will involve an online questionnaire using a Likert scale (McLeod, 2023) to measure perceived benefits, while the qualitative phase will consist of semi-structured interviews exploring individual experiences in greater depth. This approach allows for both statistical analysis of patterns and rich, narrative insight into how students experience mountain biking.

Participants:
Participants will be university students who actively engage in mountain biking recreationally or competitively. Recruitment will occur through university emails, student sport societies from said emails, online groups and visits to local bike parks. Approximately 30 questionnaire responses will be targeted, followed by six semi-structured interviews selected from the initial sample to provide diverse perspectives on experience level, gender, and frequency of participation.

Procedure:
The online questionnaire will be distributed via social media platforms, university networks, and in-person outreach at mountain biking locations. It will include demographic questions (age, gender, riding experience, and frequency) and a series of Likert-scale statements assessing perceived benefits across physical, psychological, and social domains. Example items include:
- Mountain biking helps me manage stress.
- Riding outdoors improves my mood.
- Mountain biking gives me a sense of accomplishment.
- I feel part of a community when I ride.
Participants will rate their level of agreement on a 5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree).

The follow-up interviews will last approximately 30 minutes and explore topics such as motivation for mountain biking, emotional and physical benefits, social aspects, and the role of nature in their experience. Interviews will be recorded with participant consent, transcribed verbatim, and anonymised to maintain confidentiality.

Ethical Considerations:
Ethical approval will be obtained through the university’s research ethics committee. Participants will receive a detailed information sheet explaining the study’s purpose and their rights, including voluntary participation and the option to withdraw at any time without penalty. All data will be stored securely and anonymised. Pseudonyms will be used in transcripts to protect participant identity, and recordings will be deleted following transcription and verification.

3. Data Analysis
Quantitative Analysis:
Questionnaire data will be exported into SPSS (Statistical packing for the social sciences), for analysis. Descriptive statistics will summarise demographic variables and overall response patterns. Inferential statistical tests will then be used to explore potential relationships between variables, such as the frequency of mountain biking and self-reported wellbeing. Given that Likert-scale responses generate ordinal data, appropriate non-parametric tests will be considered where necessary.

Qualitative Analysis:
Interview transcripts will be analysed using thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-step framework. This will involve familiarisation with the data, generating codes, identifying and reviewing themes, and producing a narrative interpretation. Expected themes include stress management, connection with nature, skill mastery, social support, and identity formation. Integrating the findings from both datasets will allow for triangulation, strengthening the overall validity and depth of interpretation.

4. Timetable
| Stage | Task | Timeline |
| 1 | Finalise proposal and obtain ethical approval | 31 October 2025 |
| 2 | Develop and pilot questionnaire | November 2025 |
| 3 | Distribute and collect questionnaire data | November 2025 – December 2025 |
| 4 | Analyse quantitative data using SPSS | January 2026 |
| 5 | Conduct and transcribe interviews | January – February 2026 |
| 6 | Thematic analysis and integration of findings | March 2026 |
| 7 | Write-up, proofread, and prepare final submission | Mid–Late March 2026 |
| 8 | Submission of dissertation | 3rd April 2026 |
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