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For a population sample of your choice, evaluate the potential psychological benefits and issues associated with taking part in outdoor adventurous activities.

In this essay I will be looking at the possible effects of outdoor adventure activities on young adults between the ages of 18-25. I will be looking at both the potential benefits and issues that outdoor adventure activities could have on participants psychologically. I will be looking at different activities such as climbing and caving to be able to evaluate the different issues and benefits that come from different activities.

‘Outdoor activities provide valuable alternative, often non-competitive, avenues for achievement, as well as opportunities to develop independence and self-reliance. Through successfully facing up to the challenges which outdoor activities provide, overcoming fears and apprehensions along the way, young people make major strides in confidence, with implications for all aspects of their development.’ (Values and benefits of outdoor education, 2020) this can also be applied to young adults. 

Outdoor adventure activities can benefit young adult’s mental health. Outdoor adventure activities help to get young people outside and physically active, this can improve their mental health because it can take them away from their known environment. ‘Doing this enhances therapy because it provides an environment where clients possess few excitations… it creates a non-risk atmosphere for clients to explore their problems rather than be overwhelmed or incapacitated by them’ (Gass,1993). It can allow them space to clear their head and organise their thoughts whilst giving them something else to focus on. Having something different to focus on can give participants a chance to see the problems in a new perspective. 

‘A growing corpus of evidence suggests that physical activity can be an inexpensive, safe, and, most importantly, effective lifestyle intervention that could be used to both prevent and treat a wide range of mental health problems and to improve overall quality of life’ (Ekkekakis, 2015). 

Outdoor adventure activities are also beneficial to mental health because most activities can be sociable and need more than one person, this allows the participant to either go with people they know and trust or meet new people. This means as well as improving their physical health they can help their mental health by socialising in a new and relaxed environment. Being around people in a relaxed and fun environment can help young adults that live alone and struggle with mental health problems because it gives them the opportunity to meet new people and escape from the problems that come with being alone and it gives them something to look forward to if they participate weekly or as frequently as they can. 

Taking part in outdoor adventure activities can help improve the participants self-esteem. Outdoor adventure activities can help improve young adult’s self-esteem because the can see the improvements they are making and new goals they are achieving each time they participate in an activity. ‘Enhanced self-esteem has significance for mental health because it provides a feeling of value or worth and it is a generalised indicator of psychological adjustment.’ (Williams, 2014).

An example of how outdoor adventure activities can benefit participants mental health can be seen when participants with a mental health problem, achieve a goal they set themselves. For example, when climbing they can set themselves challenges of what they want to complete that day, completing a challenging climb makes the participant feel good about their abilities and improve their self-esteem and they can transfer that success in to everyday life when they are struggling with their mental health by saying to themselves “if I can do that climb I can do this task”. It also allows them to relax and focus on the situation at hand, for example, if they are belaying someone, they must focus on making sure that participant is okay and keep the rope tight for them so that they feel safe. 

Another psychological benefit of outdoor adventurous activities is that it can give participants an emotional reward. Whether they participate in an adventurous activity just for fun or to compete, outdoor adventurous activities can give emotional rewards when they are taken part in regularly. An emotional reward can occur when the participant achieves something, they have been working towards such as completing a hard route on a mountain bike trail.  ‘Jody experienced a strong emotional reward in the form of excitement.’  (Kerr and Houge Mackenzie, 2012). This can have a positive effect on participants because they feel good about what they have achieved and therefore want to continue participating in the activity. Emotional reward can also come in the form of adrenaline and excitement. Participants can receive emotional reward through outdoor adventurous activities more so then regular sports because of the perceived risk and challenge that come with participating in adventurous activities, this makes it more rewarding when they complete a challenge or learn a new skill. Participants can also feel an emotional reward during the build up to completing an activity especially before a competition ‘perceive pre-competitive arousal as a form of anticipatory excitement’ (Moran, 2004). Outdoor adventurous activities can also give a sense of achievement when participated in for long periods of time such as in activity programs as participants can see how they are developing over a smaller amount of time and can see results quicker meaning they may be more likely to keep up with the activities once they return home ‘a high level of satisfaction and a strong sense of achievement’ (Hopkins and Putnam, 2011) can come from these programs. This can be a good way for young adults to get into adventurous activities because they can try a lot of different activities in a small amount of time and find one that they prefer participating in. 

An example of emotional rewards in outdoor adventurous activities can be seen in mountain biking when a participant completes a hard route or jump, completing it can give the participant an emotional reward of adrenaline and excitement, these feelings encourage participants to keep doing the activity, ‘Sarah was motivated by the challenge of competition and training, and rewarding feelings from goal attainment.’ (Kerr and Houge Mackenzie, 2012). 

Anxiety can be a major psychological issue for young adults that participate in outdoor adventurous activities. Outdoor adventurous activities can cause anxiety in participants in many ways such as fear of performance failure, concerns about physical injury or danger, apprehension about negative evaluation by others and an unspecified fear of the unknown. Anxiety within this context can be defined as ‘an unpleasant emotion which is characterised by vague but persistent feelings of apprehension and dread’ (Moran, 2004) or ‘an emotional response characterized by a subjective feeling of tension, apprehension, nervousness and worry associated with an arousal of the autonomic nervous system’ (Pineschi and Di Pietro, 2013). Anxiety can affect participants differently and at different times during an activity, it can help encourage some but mostly it can make it harder for participants to take part and enjoy the activity fully. ‘Anxiety tends to affect people at different levels – via their thinking, feeling and behaviour.’ (Moran, 2004) participants can feel anxious because of the activity they are doing for example if they are afraid of heights and are climbing but it can also be because of the other participants, fear of what people might think can stop participants doing as much as they would like but it can also cause them to go outside their comfort zone in fear of other people judging them for not doing something, which can lead to a misadventure either for the participant themselves or for the whole group. Misadventure is one of Mortlock’s stages of adventure and can defined as ‘Characterised by a person choosing or being forced to participate in challenges beyond his/her capabilities resulting in negative emotions (fear, hurt, etc.), possibly injury and even ultimately death’ (Mortlock,1984).
Anxiety can also be caused by a fear of failure, this can be failure because they didn’t reach the goal they wanted to attain or a failure because even though they achieved their goal, someone else did better that day. ‘If they believe that their self-esteem is tied inextricably to what they achieve, they are especially likely to become nervous at the prospect if defeat as it constitutes a threat to their self-worth.’ (Moran, 2004). This can affect young adult participants because if they are struggling with anxiety or depression then they may struggle with seeing their self-worth and being afraid of failure can make that struggle even worse. 

An example of anxiety in outdoor adventurous activities can be clearly seen during activities such as caving. During caving participants are asked to navigate small spaces and crawl through small tunnels sometimes with water in them, this can cause anxiety for many participants because of the small spaces, even participants that aren’t claustrophobic can be uneasy in the small tunnels they are asked to climb through. Most of the time there is also very little light and so participants can only see what they torch lights up which can cause anxiety if they struggle to find the exit they are meant to take. 

Fear can be another issue that can be caused by outdoor adventure activities. Fear like anxiety can be categorized into four types: physical, social, personal/emotional and unfounded. Although some fear can be a good thing because ‘fear is the natural response to risk and is a healthy and necessary emotion for survival’ (Priest & Gass, 1997). It can also lead to participants going into misadventure or it may prevent them from fully taking part in the activity. The fear itself can be from anything physical such as falling when climbing to letting other people down during the activity. Signs that participants have become fearful can include ‘talkativeness or extreme introversion, irritability, increasing hostility, inability to concentrate (flighty behaviour) and detachment.’ (Ewert, 1986). Fear can come from outdoor adventurous activities if the participant has had a previous bad experience in the past, this can cause stress and anxiety and therefore fear if they are back in a similar situation, this may affect young adults if they had a bad experience when they were younger and they are now trying the activity again. There may also be an element of fear for those who have never participated in outdoor adventurous activities before, this may be because they didn’t have the opportunity before depending on where they lived or if they could afford it. Being a young adult, they may have moved somewhere where it is now available to them and they are worried because they have never participated in them before. 

An example of fear in outdoor adventure activities can be seen when participants try an activity that has an element of danger in it. For example when white water kayaking can be dangerous if you don’t know how to control the boat effectively, if you have only just started kayaking it can be overwhelming if you are caught in white water as it is easy for the boat to be tipped over and the participant then either has to get out the boat and navigate the water themselves without the protection of the boat or they have to try an perform a self-rescue which can be difficult for the most experienced of paddlers, this can cause participants to be fearful of going back in the water and trying again.

In conclusion outdoor adventure activities can benefit young adults if they are taken part in responsibly and they work at a level they are comfortable with slowly building up their skills, it can help improve mental health and self-esteem as well as giving participants an emotional reward. Outdoor adventure activities can help young adults adjust to new places and meet new people with similar interest in a positive way. Although outdoor adventure activities can cause issues for some participants, it should not be assumed that fear and anxiety are required factors of outdoor adventure activities as may people take part in these activities without feeling anxious or fearful. Feeling some anxiety can be a good thing during an activity as it can be felt alongside feelings of excitement or challenge. 
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