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An exploration of Outdoor Adventure Education student’s gendered experiences in the outdoor sector.  

Abstract 

The historically male dominated field of outdoor education has prompted much research into the gendered experiences of women in leadership and participation. While this has been an essential part of challenging the masculine culture within the outdoors, there are calls to research beyond the binary concept of gender and diversify the voices heard in order for the sector to become truly inclusive (Allen Craig et al, 2020; Bren and Prince, 2022; lisahunter, 2021). This study had the main aim of exploring the gendered experiences of Outdoor Adventure Education students of different gender identities to achieve this diversity with the secondary aim of gaining insight into their experiences and attitudes towards femininity and masculinity and the impact this had on outdoor experiences and culture. Recruited through convenience sampling, four students from the Outdoor Adventure Education course at UWTSD participated in qualitative semi-structured interviews to gain a in depth insight into their lived experiences. The participants identified as: a transgender man, a cisgender man, a non binary person and a cisgender woman and all were aged 18 or over. Data analysis for this study was based in Braun and Clarke’s (2013) thematic analysis to identify main themes that could be compared with existing research and promote a discussion about gender in the outdoor sector within a broader societal context. Interview transcripts were coded from which four main themes emerged; 1. Physicality and Traditional Gender Roles, 2.Trans and Non-binary Experiences, 3.Femininity and Masculinity, and finally 4.The Outdoors as a Balanced and Mixed Domain. Themes 1, 2 and 3 highlighted the underlying masculine culture within the outdoor sector, consistent with existing literature (Allen-Craig et al, 2020; Gray, 2016; Kennedy & Russell, 2021; Warren et al, 2019) while also illustrating how harmful binary Western gender roles can be in terms of limiting not only outdoor experiences but also personal expression. Theme 2 further highlighted the need for adaptations to policies, programming and culture to be made in order for all LGBTQ+ and gender nonconforming folks to feel and be safe and comfortable in outdoor experiences and workplaces (Bren & Prince, 2022; Lundin & Bombaci, 2022). Theme 4 paints a picture of the future of the outdoor sector with regard to gender, with participants expressing a desire for balance and inclusion with a mix of feminine and masculine styles valued in leadership. This final theme, while limited to this small sample, could suggest a change in culture and awareness among upcoming outdoor practitioners where ability and variety in styles of leadership are valued over traditional gender roles. The findings from this study illustrate the continued need for the outdoor sector to change practices and culture to become truly inclusive but also points to where this culture may already be changing.  Future research could look further into upcoming outdoor leader’s awareness of the gender binary and the masculine culture within the outdoors to gain an understanding of a potential cultural shift among a generation who may be more aware of gender fluidity and diversity. 
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