Evaluate the proposed psychological benefits and any potential issues associated with taking part in outdoor adventurous activities.

Outdoor adventurous (OA) activities are “leisure time activities that involve risks or at least the appearance of risk of physical harm. These risky leisure time activities, such as rock or mountain climbing, surfing, stream skiing, rafting, skydiving, scuba diving, and parachuting, have become a global phenomenon” (Cetinkaya and Özçelik, 2021). This essay will provide a balanced argument, exploring the psychological benefits of taking part in these outdoor and adventurous activities, investigating potential issues with participation. It will offer a conclusion, summarising the findings.
Participation in OA activities can improve an individual’s self-confidence (gov.scot, 2021). Building self-confidence can develop resilience (Oliver et.al, 2006), a trait which can correlate positively with a person’s health, well-being and social mobility (Linnemann, Berger, and Teismann, 2022). Resilience is a measurement of an “individuals’ capacity to change or modify behaviour in response to environmental hazards” (Allan and McKenna, 2019). The experiential, dynamic nature of outdoor and adventurous activities means that a person must adapt their behaviour accordingly to fit the conditions or requirements (Davids et.al, 2013). Kolb (1984) describes this process as the “experiential learning”, explaining how a person undergoes a journey of self-development by critically reflecting on their performance to achieve a better result in future attempts at a specific activity, task, or challenge. It is important for the individual to understand and have a handle over this process, as it is a transferrable life-skill that can be used to problem-solve beyond the realms of OA activities (Beard, 2010, p238). Allan and McKenna (2019) explain how outdoor adventure builds resilience in individuals, as a person is generally faced with adversity and challenges which must be overcome to succeed at a given task. Their research concluded that people who undertook an OA program were better able to cope with stressors and were more “adaptive” when faced with adverse situations than in the control group who engaged in “stay at home” activities. They explain how the group who undertook the OA program were better able, after participation, to normalise and overcome difficulties that are a part of modern life, whereas the control group did not improve their capabilities around this. 
[bookmark: _Int_a3WlOFJj]This builds a wider argument surrounding self-efficacy, which Kremer et.al (2012) describe as “a person’s judgements of his or her capabilities to organise and execute courses of actions required to attain designated types of performance”. Allan and McKenna (2019) explain how taking part in OA activities can improve “perceived competence”. This “is the extent to which a person feels he or she has the necessary attributes in order to succeed” (Kremer et.al, 2012). OA activities have the power to transform a person’s mindset, as they can unlock or help build a person’s self-confidence through exposure to adverse, challenging, or uncomfortable situations (Propst and Koesler, 1998). Having this self-confidence, and an understanding of personal experiential learning, allows the individual to become more competent in a given activity (Mirrahimi et.al, 2011). This can foster positive feelings such achievement, determination, and self-worth (Cooper, 2015), which can motivate a person to improve their performance and take part in an activity more frequently (Petterson, 2018). This shows how participation in OA activities can positively affect wellbeing. It shows how they offer psychological benefits, as they can help improve self-efficacy, and understanding one’s capabilities can give the individual the self-confidence, motivation, and belief to persevere and overcome adversity. This, as discussed above, is a transferrable quality that can be used as a blueprint for tackling adversity in other areas of a person’s life.
Taking part in OA activities can lead to exposure to wild and beautiful places. Feeling a connectedness to nature and experiencing a sense of place offers psychological benefits to participants (Leather and Nicholls, 2016). Immersing oneself in nature for just 20 minutes can have a calming effect and can reduce cortisol levels by 10% (health.harvard.edu, 2019; sciencedaily.com, 2019). Reducing a person’s cortisol levels can improve a person’s life-expectancy and general day-to-day wellbeing (Jones, Tarter, and Ross, 2021). This is because cortisol causes stress, which has an adverse effect on the body. It “alters immune system responses and suppresses the digestive system, the reproductive system and growth processes. This complex natural alarm system also communicates with the brain regions that control mood, motivation and fear” (mayoclinic.org, n.d). Exposure to nature can reduce cortisol, meaning that it is likely to have less of an impact on the bodily functions described here. This shows how exposure to nature through OA activities can have psychological benefits. It demonstrates how even short bursts of exposure to natural places can help the body reduce its cortisol levels. It also suggests that an activity does not need to be adventurous for it to have a psychological benefit. Harvard.health.edu suggest that the rate of cortisol reduction slows after the first 30 minutes of exposure to nature, meaning that the most efficient way of reducing a person’s cortisol levels are to engage more frequently and for less time. They go on to explain how just “being” in nature can have this effect on a person, and that they do not need to engage in a particular activity in order to reap this particular benefit. This shows how feelings of connection to nature and a sense of place can improve psychological wellbeing, and that this outdoor exposure does not necessarily need to be coupled with an adventurous, or physically and mentally taxing, activity. Furthering this, Ewert and Chang (2018) suggest that exposure to natural, outdoor spaces is more “restorative and stress reductive” than indoor exercise. This adds additional weight to the argument presented, showing further how feelings of connection to nature are more psychologically beneficial than undertaking a specifically adventurous activity. It shows how adventurous activities must be coupled with an outdoor, natural space in order for them to offer the same stress and cortisol reductions.
Significant psychological risks to participation in OA activities. There are elements of risk associated with adventurous activities (outdoor-learning.org, 2023), and things don’t always ‘go to plan’. This can be because of poor risk management strategies such as negligence when checking weather forecasts, use of incorrect kit for the activity, and attempting to do things outside of personal capabilities (mountain-training.org, 2023). Things can also go wrong because of seemingly innocuous reasons such as a slip, trip, or fall (Mountaineers Safety Committee Report, 2022. In areas where the consequences are higher, these everyday accidents can have significant repercussions. This can negatively affect attitudes towards participation. This could also affect a participant psychologically beyond their involvement in the activity. Çetinkaya and Özçelik (2021) conducted a study on “death anxiety”. This study observed the ways participants dealt with the notion of death and how it impacted participation in their chosen activity. The study concluded that the less experience a person has in their chosen activity, the more chance they have of being affected by death anxiety. The study also concluded that near death experiences have psychologically affected younger and less experienced members. Demirhan (2005) suggests this is because younger or less experienced participants in OA activities don’t have the same levels of control over performance, which can lead to higher cognitive anxiety levels. He suggests that participants in this demographic cannot identify when hazards are likely to arise as well as the more experienced demographic and are possibly more likely to fall into heuristic traps as a result. Kolb’s Experiential Learning paradigm (1984) explains that reflections on “concrete experiences” can improve performance. Therefore, a person must be able to reflect on their experiences to improve their performance. If a person does not possess this understanding of critical self-reflection, they are unlikely to draw from their experiences and attempt the task, activity, or challenge with a revised ‘plan of action’, or even at all. (Stremba, 1989; Meerts-Brandsma, Lackey, and Warner, 2020). In the context of OA activities, if a person cannot reflect on their experiences to improve their performance, be it improving their safety understandings and procedures or general execution of the activity, they are likely to become risk averse and disengaged with the activity (gov.scot, 2021). OA activities can therefore affect a person psychologically. If the individual cannot reflect on their negative experiences in an outdoor adventure setting, they are more likely to become risk averse, which can affect resilience and limit a person’s future opportunities (Jones, 2011). It demonstrates the importance in learning the art of self-reflection; this can help a person understand and come to terms with participation, improvement in performance, and risk management strategies (McMillan, 2014). These traits are wider life-skills (Moxon, 2020), and outdoor adventure settings can provide individuals with powerful experiential moments that can serve as life-lessons which when reflected on can create well-rounded, sensible, and fulfilled people.
To conclude, this essay has shown the psychological benefits of outdoor adventure. It has demonstrated how participation in these activities can improve a person’s all-round wellbeing, self-confidence and resilience. Explaining how connectedness to nature can reduce stress and cortisol levels, it has investigated benefits of outdoor activity, pitching them against adventurous activities not conducted outdoors. From this, it can be deduced that simply ‘being’ outdoors can reduce stress and cortisol levels more effectively than taking part in indoor activities that require more energy output. It shows how feelings of connectedness with nature are powerful and can have positive effects on psychological wellbeing. It also shows how adventurous activities when conducted outdoors can have multiple benefits. A person can develop new and existing skills, build their resilience and improve their self-confidence whilst reaping the benefits of exposure to outdoor environments. However, without an understanding of experiential learning and reflective practice, a person can be exposed psychologically and can be negatively affected by their participation in OA activities. This shows how important experiential practice is in OA settings, as it forms the basis for active, positive, and sustained participation. 
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Appendix

[image: ]
A Paired samples t-test was conducted to compare the competitive state anxiety intensity reported 1 week prior to and the day of the event of a mountain bike competition. The results showed that cognitive anxiety increased over this time. The mean score a week before was 19.95 (S.D. 2.762) seven days before the competition, and 26.95 (S.D. 3.456) on the day of the competition. Similarly, the somatic anxiety state increased over the time. The mean scores seven days before the competition were 13.9 (S.D. 2.49), whereas on the day of the competition this had increased to 24.75 (S.D. 4.153). Self-confidence levels dropped over the same period, with mean scores falling from 19.55 (S.D. 4.123) seven days before, to 16.35 (S.D. 4.815).
A paired t-test indicated a significant difference (P<0.01) between cognitive anxiety a week before and on the day of the mountain bike competition. The results indicate a significant difference (P<0.01) between the cognitive anxiety scores a week before (M=19.95; SD= 2.762) and on the day (M=26.95; SD=3.456); [t(-9.554)= (7.0), p = <0.01] Similarly, the t-test showed a significant difference (P<0.01) between somatic anxiety a week before and on the day of the competition. The results indicate a significant difference (P<0.01) between the somatic anxiety scores a week before (M= 13.9; SD = 2.49) and on the day (M= 24.75; SD = 4.153); [t(15.569)=(10.85), p = <0.01]. The paired t-test indicated a significant difference (P 0.02) for self-confidence a week before and on the day of the competition. The results indicate a significant difference (P 0.02) between the self-confidence scores a week before (M= 19.55; SD = 4.123) and on the day (M= 16.35; SD = 4.815) [t(3.582)=(3.2). = p = 0.02].
The results correlate with other studies of similar activities which focus on the same psychological responses. Hagan, Pollmann, and Schack (2017) found that in table-tennis athletes, cognitive anxiety mean score increased from 25.12 (S.D. 4.31) seven days before a tournament, to 29.12 (S.D. 4.31) an hour before it commenced. The same was found for somatic anxiety, where seven days before, the mean scores were 20.19 (S.D 3.88), whereas an hour before they had risen to 24.19 (S.D 3.88). Self-confidence decreased in females over the seven days, which correlated with the increased cognitive anxiety, however this trend did not appear in the males which took part in the study. This example shows how competitions and events where athletes must perform increases their somatic and cognitive anxiety levels. Luff (2019) explains how this is normal and that participants are likely to experience these feelings in the run up to an event. This adds additional weight to the argument that somatic and cognitive anxieties increase in the build-up to a competition or event. It adds validity to the findings of the mountain bike competition study above.
Matsumoto et.al (2000) explains how elite athletes are less likely to see their self-confidence dip on the lead up to an event than non-elite athletes. Modrono and Guillen (2011) conducted a test which proves this statement. Using the Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2 test, they discovered that in competitive windsurfing, the mean score for amateurs’ self-confidence was 22.96 (S.D 4.80), whereas the professionals on average scored 23.41(S.D 4.28). This shows how elite athletes have higher self-confidence, which Hays et.al (2007) relates to efficacy belief, and the fact that the performer knows that they can execute their specific skill at a high level. This shows how elite athletes have a different mindset developed through intensive training and the ability to balance their cognitive load (Fox and Lindwall, 2000). It explains how the self-confidence dipped in the mountain bike study, as it was comparing the results of non-professional athletes.
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