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With reference to personal experience and selected literature from the module reading list, discuss the potential benefits of engaging with challenging and adventurous outdoor activities. 
This essay will use some core texts, including contributions from Gill, Barton and Hodgson and Bailie, to explore the potential benefits that may be gained from participating in challenging and adventurous outdoor activities. I will first discuss the key feature of an adventurous activity before describing how these activities can benefit the participant. Finally I will discuss the risk averse society described by Gill (2007). Risk is a key theme throughout this assignment- Attarian (2012) describes risk as a combination of the probability of loss and the potential amount of loss. 
Adventurous activities can take many forms, from a top roped climbing session on a crag to a three week sea kayaking trip or even high altitude mountaineering. Although what one person defines as adventure can greatly differ from another- “one person’s misadventure is another’s gentle recreation” (Barton, 2007, p. 15) - there are some commonly identified key features across these activities.
 Risk has been identified by many practitioners in the field as a key component of adventurous activities (Gill, 2010; Barton, 2007; Dickson and Gray, 2012), Hodgson and Bailie (in Berry and Hodgson, 2011, p. 57) describe “purposeful risk-taking” as central to adventure education. In my own experiences, without some element of risk, the activity I am undertaking is still fun and enjoyable, but ceases in my mind to be classified as an adventure. I have also found that this risk may not have to be real in order to give the same experience to its participants- Haddock (in Dickson and Gray, 2012) describe perceived risk as an individual’s own assessment of the level of risk present. For example, a high ropes course does not present much real risk to those taking part, may still be adventurous and challenging for someone who is afraid of heights. Similar to this idea of risk taking, is recognising that adventure has a certain element of unpredictability due to the “complex risks and circumstances” (Hodgson and Bailie in Berry and Hodgson, 2011, p.51) found in adventurous activities. This should mean adventure involves some uncertainty of outcome (Dickson and Gray, 2012) and the possibility of adverse consequences (Barton, 2007). I believe a large amount of this uncertainty comes from the presence of inherent hazards associated with adventurous activities, particularly in the outdoors, that cannot be changed- for example the effect of poor weather or the steep drops present in climbing. Whilst these hazards are always present they can be controlled effectively so that the risk is at an acceptable level. This may suggest that in order for adventurous activities to be truly adventurous they must take place in natural settings with naturally occurring risks; Barton (2007, p. 7) advocates the use of  “natural” and “dramatic” settings. Alternatively to this Gill (2007) simply describes environments as needing to be challenging and stimulating, perhaps suggesting that adventure can still exist using more manmade structures like high ropes courses. 
Another key feature identified by much of the literature is that challenging, adventurous activities must be active processes and require a level of commitment from the participants (Barton, 2007). The activities should make explicit demands on those involved which allows the participants to take a degree of responsibility for what takes place in the adventure (Gill, 2010). It is suggested that higher quality adventure activities will be at least somewhat self-directed (Gill, 2007) and “facilitation does not eclipse the opportunity for real adventure” (Barton, 2007). I have found I am much more likely to regard an activity as an adventure when I have played a part in the outcome of it, for example assisting with navigation on a hill walk. 
Challenging and adventurous activities can provide what many people see as unrivalled opportunities for intense peak experiences (Barton, 2007) that can bring about many positive effects on those taking part. Whilst there are many reported benefits of engaging with these types of activities, ranging from physical to mental, much of the literature focuses on those regarding a person’s social development and relationship with themselves. It is also worth noting that the discussion surrounding the benefits of adventurous activities often focuses on children and adolescents.
 By experiencing activities that involve elements of risk that have to be taken- be this real or perceived- children can learn about risk for themselves (Gill, 2010). By taking these risks they can learn how to assess and respond to them autonomously (Gill, 2007). There is also some scope for developing the skill of balancing risk against opportunity (Barton, 2007); through active engagement with risk children can learn for themselves what they see as an appropriate level of risk to gain benefits from. Also I feel in situations where things are allowed to go wrong, in a controlled manner, you learn where you should have stopped to reassess what you were doing. My experiences of being a Scout and being allowed to get lost on night hikes, before a leader intervened, were some of the experiences I feel I gained the most insight from, in terms of managing situations for myself- I felt there was a lot of risk present, however in hindsight I can see the real risk was fairly low. Hodgson and Bailie (in Berry and Hodgson, 2011) talk about benign consequences being beneficial to learning processes and give the example of skiing on patches of ice- once you’ve done it once you are better equipped to deal with it the next time. This could then suggest that being exposed to risk, in a relatively safe way through adventurous activities, can equip people to deal with risk in their own lives.
Through participation in activities that are challenging in nature, children can learn appropriate reactions to challenges they may face later in life (Gill, 2010). By facing challenging and adverse circumstances- perhaps heavy rain and fog on a day hike- they can develop resilience (Gill, 2007; Hodgson and Bailie in Berry and Hodgson, 2011), which is arguably an important and transferrable skill to many areas. Also by feeling they had a hand in overcoming these obstacles, they can develop a self-reliance (Barton, 2007) in being able to deal with problems by themselves. Adventurous activities may be unique in the chance to experience this as many aspects of children’s lives are managed for them, and they are not usually left to solve problems on their own. Another area this can help to develop is both a self-responsibility (Gill, 2010) and a culture of responsibility (Hodgson and Bailie in Berry and Hodgson, 2011) within the group. Taking the example of coasteering, if the children are involved in the discussion and decisions over whether certain jumps are safe or not they can start to take responsibility for their own safety and wellbeing, as well as dealing with changing plans and outcomes. Dickson and Gray (2012, p. 11) go as far to say that without experiencing true adventure children may be left unable to “manage uncertainties and change in their own lives.” 
By participating in adventurous activities within a group, children can develop interpersonal skills such as teamwork, leadership and interaction with their peers (Barton, 2007). Problem solving exercises commonly found in outdoor centres, such as raft building, will require the participants to work together in order to reach the solution. This can therefore strengthen these important social interaction skills (Gill, 2007), through the medium of a fun and challenging adventurous activity.  Recently, when we participated in an adventure challenge day at an outdoor centre with our degree group, we were able develop our teamwork skills throughout the day. By completing several different activities it allowed each of us to contribute to the group in different ways- one person was an experienced paddler, another had good navigation skills. This sort of combined challenge could potentially help to build confidence (Gill, 2010) and also help children to gain a perception of their own competence (Hodgson and Bailie in Berry and Hodgson, 2011).
Although there are many benefits to adventurous activities, the opportunity to take part in these is threatened by the growth of a risk averse society. In his 2007 book ‘No Fear, Growing up in a risk averse society’, Gill talks about how society has changed to become more scared of children taking risks and how, in some cases, it is “unable to cope with any adverse outcomes” (Gill, 2007, p. 10). He argues that childhood experience has become lessened by risk aversion and that we should fight against this tendency. Barton (2007) believes that the trend threatens the availability of true adventure as risk is seen as something to be removed, rather than used for the potential benefits it can give those who experience it. 
There are many factors that have contributed to the development of a risk averse society. One important factor is how parenting attitudes have evolved to become more protective of children than before as a result of rising adult anxiety (Gill, 2010). As risks have become more publicised, parents have a greater awareness of risk (Gill, 2007) which can lead to over protection as often children are seen as fragile beings unable to cope with any adversity (Gill, 2007). An example Gill (2007) gives is that in 1971 80% of children walked to school alone however in 2007 less than 10% do due to fears of traffic danger. In the 21st century parents are also more in touch with their children than ever before due to the introduction of mobile phones and social media. Now minor injuries or incidents in adventurous activities that are dealt with well, can be blown out of proportion (Hodgson and Bailie in Berry and Hodgson, 2011) from a child texting their parents- ‘we’re lost in the middle of nowhere!’ 
Media can be shown to have influences on many factors of risk aversion (Gill, 2007 and 2010) as it is often dramatic and only focuses on the bad side of an event (Gill, 2007). Newspapers also tend to use bold headlines that grab attention of an audience and can heighten people’s fears (Gill, 2007). Risk information given can also just be statistics on deaths (Barton, 2007) with no consideration of any benefits. This may be because risk is easy to quantify whereas there is a lack of data on the benefits of risky activities (Gill, 2007). 
The media could be seen to help fuel a public obsession with safety and blame (Barton, 2007) by adopting the view of victims rather than taking a logical view of a situation (Gill, 2007). This can pressure policy makers to have quick knee jerk reactions (Gill, 2007) that often attribute the blame wrongly (Hodgson and Bailie in Berry and Hodgson, 2011) and may equate to excessively risk averse outcomes as a quick fix (Gill, 2007). In policy there is also a tendency to focus on trying to reduce adverse outcomes (Gill, 2007). This may be because most risk assessment procedures are based on an industrial setting where there is no benefit to risk (Gill, 2010).  
Another factor that has contributed to the growth of a risk averse society has been growing fear of being blamed or sued for accidents that occur (Gill, 2010). This fear of litigation is often exaggerated (Barton, 2007) and is mainly based on anecdotal claims of a rising number of legal claims (Gill, 2010). Whilst in the USA ‘compensation culture’ is a reality (Gill, 2007), the presence of this in Britain is not true- Fulbrook (in Gill, 2010) states the number of legal claims in outdoor activities has actually been decreasing. This is in part due to the HSE and courts recognising the benefits of adventurous activities to young people (Hodgson and Bailie in Berry and Hodgson, 2011).
To conclude, it is clear that there are many potential benefits from engaging with challenging and adventurous activities. However, the presence of a risk averse society may threaten the availability of true adventure, as risk is seen as an important and inherent component of this. We must first challenge the growth of this risk aversion in order to continue to gain the benefits from participating in these activities. 
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