Negative Psychological Issues in Outdoor Adventurous Activities

Outdoor adventurous activities such as climbing, kayaking, hiking, and high ropes are widely used within outdoor education and recreation to promote personal development. These activities are often intentionally designed to challenge individuals both physically and mentally, encouraging the development of resilience, teamwork, and self-confidence. A substantial body of research highlights the positive impact of outdoor participation, particularly in relation to improved wellbeing and personal growth. However, despite these benefits, participation in such activities can also lead to negative psychological experiences for some individuals. Factors such as perceived risk, group dynamics, and the pressure to succeed in unfamiliar or demanding environments can create feelings of discomfort and distress. This essay will explore three key psychological issues that may arise in outdoor adventurous activities: anxiety and fear, social pressure and embarrassment, and low confidence, evaluating their potential impact on participants’ experiences.
Anxiety and fear are common psychological responses during outdoor adventurous activities, largely because these environments involve perceived risk and unfamiliar challenges. Activities such as climbing or high ropes can expose individuals to fears related to height, injury, or losing control. These situations often trigger both cognitive and physical symptoms of anxiety, including worrying thoughts, increased heart rate, sweating, and a heightened sense of threat. Although a moderate level of fear can enhance alertness and risk awareness, excessive anxiety can negatively affect performance and overall enjoyment.
For some people, high anxiety leads to avoidance behaviours, such as refusing to participate or withdrawing from the activity (Brymer et,al, 2024). This limits opportunities for personal development and reduces the chance to build confidence or resilience. In group settings, anxiety may be intensified by social pressure, as individuals might fear judgement or embarrassment if they struggle. This can create a cycle where fear undermines performance, and poor performance increases anxiety (Stringer, 2023).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): Frontiers | Adventure and mental health: an ecological perspective
	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): Extreme sports can provide mental health benefits—and reducing errors in risk assessment can improve safety

[bookmark: _Int_UdhpKSu9]However, anxiety is not always harmful. When managed effectively, it can motivate individuals and contribute to a strong sense of accomplishment once the challenge is completed. The key factor is the intensity of the fear and how it is supported. With reassurance, appropriate guidance, and challenges matched to ability, anxiety can be reduced to a manageable level, allowing participants to gain positive and meaningful experiences. Ultimately, while anxiety and fear are common in outdoor adventurous activities, their impact depends on how they are understood, supported, and managed within the environment.
Social pressure and embarrassment are significant psychological factors influencing participation in outdoor adventurous activities, particularly in group-based settings. Because many tasks are performed in front of peers, instructors, or teammates, individuals can feel as though their performance is being judged. This is especially apparent in highly visible activities such as climbing or high ropes, where mistakes are public and hesitation is easily noticed. As a result, participants may experience embarrassment when they struggle or fail to complete a task, leading to heightened self‑consciousness and discomfort (Bica, 2022).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC8948446/

The effects of social pressure manifest both psychologically and behaviourally. Individuals may feel compelled to take part in activities they are not fully comfortable with to avoid disappointing the group or appearing weak. This can elevate anxiety and reduce enjoyment, shifting the focus from personal experience to meeting perceived social expectations. While moderate pressure can sometimes encourage individuals to extend their comfort zone and achieve more than they anticipated, excessive pressure can be detrimental lowering self-esteem, increasing reluctance to participate, or prompting withdrawal from the activity altogether.
Embarrassment also has implications for confidence and future engagement. A negative or publicly uncomfortable experience may lead individuals to associate outdoor activities with shame or failure, reducing their willingness to participate again. This is particularly relevant for beginners or those with limited skill, who may already feel vulnerable. Overall, although social pressure can occasionally act as a motivator, it more often becomes a psychological barrier when it generates embarrassment or fear of judgement. Its impact is strongly shaped by the group climate and the level of support offered, underscoring the importance of fostering a positive, inclusive environment in outdoor settings (Hu & Tsai, 2024).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC10886296/#:~:text=As%20a%20negative%20self%2Dconscious,loss%20services)%20%5B43%5D.

Low confidence is a significant psychological factor that can shape an individual’s experience in outdoor adventurous activities. Because confidence is closely tied to self‑efficacy one’s belief in their ability to complete a task low confidence often leads people to approach activities with hesitation, doubt, and a heightened fear of failure. In outdoor environments, where tasks may appear physically demanding or risky, these feelings can become even more pronounced, particularly for beginners or those with limited prior experience (Mittelstaedt & Jones, 2009).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Robin-Mittelstaedt/publication/28330400_Outdoor_Recreation_Self-Efficacy_Scale_Development_and_Reliability/links/559ef4c408aeb40ee93c2b90/Outdoor-Recreation-Self-Efficacy-Scale-Development-and-Reliability.pdf

Its impact is commonly reflected in reduced participation and engagement. Individuals with low confidence may avoid challenges such as climbing or high‑ropes elements, or they may withdraw quickly when difficulties arise. This limits opportunities for skill development and personal growth, keeping participants within their comfort zones rather than allowing them to benefit from the purposeful challenge these activities are designed to provide. In group settings, confidence can be further undermined through comparison with peers who appear more capable, reinforcing feelings of inadequacy or self‑doubt.
However, low confidence is not inherently detrimental. With appropriate support, outdoor activities can become a powerful context for building confidence through earned successes and positive reinforcement. Achieving even small goals can strengthen self‑belief and encourage continued participation. The critical factor is how the activity is structured and facilitated. Without sufficient guidance, low confidence can act as a barrier, reducing enjoyment and increasing the likelihood of negative experiences. When managed effectively, though, outdoor experiences can help individuals develop confidence by offering achievable challenges within a supportive environment.
Low confidence in outdoor activities can be prevented, or its impact reduced, through supportive and well-structured approaches. One key method is using a gradual progression of challenges, where tasks start simple and become more difficult over time, allowing individuals to build confidence through small, achievable successes. Providing clear instructions, encouragement and positive feedback also help’s participants feel more capable and reassured (young explorers club, no date).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://youngexplorersclub.ch/how-outdoor-challenges-build-self-esteem/#:~:text=Overview,single%20wins%20into%20lasting%20confidence.

Creating a non-judgemental and inclusive environment is equally important, as it reduces fear of failure and comparison with others. Instructors can emphasise personal improvement rather than competition, helping individuals focus on their own progress. Additionally, offering choice and allowing participants to opt in at their own pace can give them a sense of control, which further supports confidence. Overall, these strategies help prevent low confidence from becoming a barrier and limit its negative impact on participation and enjoyment.
Outdoor adventurous activities have clear potential to support personal development, yet the psychological challenges they evoke play a decisive role in shaping how individuals experience them. Issues such as anxiety and fear, social pressure and embarrassment, and low confidence can each restrict participation, reduce enjoyment, and limit the developmental benefits these activities aim to provide. These responses are understandable in environments that involve perceived risk and public performance, but they are not inevitably harmful. With sensitive facilitation, supportive group dynamics, and carefully graded challenges, these psychological barriers can be managed in ways that help participants feel safe, capable, and motivated. In this sense, the value of outdoor adventurous activities lies not only in the tasks themselves but in the quality of the environment created around them. When instructors prioritise emotional safety alongside physical challenge, participants are more likely to gain positive, confidence‑building experiences that contribute meaningfully to their wellbeing and personal growth.




















Evaluation of date set

The dataset contains 15 participants that completed a Competitive State Anxiety Inventory-2 (CSAI-2) test three times on the run up to a caving trip: One week before the activity, morning of activity, and immediately before entering the cave. At each time the participants were measuring their cognitive anxiety, somatic anxiety and self-confidence.
Cognitive anxiety generally increases form one week away to immediately before the activity, for example participant one rises from 20-27-33 across the three-time scales which shows that the activity is in the forefront of people's minds this patten is consistent with research that shows anticipation increases as you get closer ‘to go time’(Jones, 1995).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://www.proquest.com/docview/1293620587?accountid=130472&parentSessionId=vilqzcm8kYesjOeKnSv3RGuYpeo2p7rB%2Fu%2Bntecbwzc%3D&pq-origsite=primo&sourcetype=Scholarly%20Journals&imgSeq=1

Somatic anxiety also tends to increase closer to the activity but varies between different participants. For example, participant three rose from 15-25-32. Which is quite a sharp rise whereas participant four rose at a much more controlled way 12-15-19. This aligns with the idea that somatic symptoms peak immediately before high-risk activities due to physiological arousal for example fight, flight or freeze (Gillette, 2024).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://www.healthline.com/health/anxiety/somatic-anxiety

The self-confidence scores are mixed some participants show a drop in confidence immediately before the activity such as participant three 20-18-17 whereas others maintain or even increase in confidence for example participant five 28-23-25. This could potentionally be due to participants prior experiences with the activity.
In the dataset the standard deviation (SD) indicates how much participants’ CSAI-2 scores differ from the mean scores. A larger SD number reflects a greater variation between individuals, whereas a smaller SD shows that participants scores were closer together. For example, the cognitive anxiety 1-week scores span between 13-24, showing a larger spread and therefore a relatively higher SD. In comparison, the confidence morning scores fall within a smaller window of 18-25, showing a smaller spread and a lower SD value. 
The three point design of the dataset (1 week, morning, immediately before) allows you to observe temporal anxiety trajectories, which is a method used within adventure research to understand how participants adapt to risk over time. It does this by using “exposure therapy” where challenging environments allow participants to manage fear, build confidence and decrease the fear of the unknown (Dodd & Lester, 2021).	Comment by Lewis Ensor (2317067): https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7880968/#:~:text=In%20this%20conceptual%20article%2C%20we,catastrophic%20misinterpretations%20of%20physiological%20arousal.

The data set supports several well-established findings such as. Anxiety isn’t a static value it changes depending on time till activity, where you are matters, physically being present in the caves entrance produces stronger reactions than thinking about in a classroom a week before, perceived risk plays a huge role in amplifying your anxiety despite the activity being safe, the last one being that confidence masks anxiety as participants with higher confidence levels showed smaller increases in anxiety.
Overall, the dataset clearly shows how people’s psychological responses change as they get closer to taking part in a high‑risk outdoor activity like caving. Both cognitive and somatic anxiety generally rise from one week before the trip to the moment participants are about to enter the cave, this fits well with research showing that anticipation and physiological arousal increase as the challenge becomes more real. The differences between participants also highlights that everyone reacts in their own way, with some showing sharp spikes in anxiety and others rising more gradually.
Confidence levels were much more mixed, with some participants becoming less confident and others maintaining or even increasing their confidence. This suggests that confidence is strongly influenced by personal factors such as previous experience, self‑belief, and how individuals interpret their own anxiety. The spread of scores and the standard deviations also show that there is a wide range of responses within the group, rather than a single pattern that applies to everyone.
The three‑point design of the dataset helps show how these psychological states shift over time, reflecting the idea that anxiety isn’t fixed but changes depending on context and proximity to the activity. The findings support key ideas in adventure psychology, such as the role of perceived risk, the impact of the physical environment, and the way confidence can help cover anxiety. Overall, the dataset reinforces that outdoor adventurous activities create a complex mix of emotional responses, and understanding these patterns can help instructors better support each participant.
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