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PREFACE

This book is an outgrowth of three classes | have taught at Ohio
State University and my experience as an Outward Bound instructor
since 1977. The three classes taught were the "“Foundations of
Outdoor Adventure,” “Models and Theories in Outdoor Pursuits,” and
“Research Methods and Findings in Outdoor Pursuits.” My practical
experience, coupled with the academic orientation of the university
setting, seemed well suited to more formally describe the processes
and foundations of the outdoor adventure pursuits profession. The
profession has grown from one of school camps and Boy Scouts to
one of a multifaceted industry with offerings in adventure travel,
personal growth, and group development.

The goal of this book is to provide a source of information that can
be used by a variety of people with differing levels of expertise in the
outdoor adventure pursuits field, from both academic and practitioner
communities. This book is designed to provide a more scholarly
approach to a field in which, heretofore, there has been relatively little
formalized writing. Consequently, its orientation is highly theoretical
and research-based. Numerous references and citations have been
included, presenting a thorough scholarship of information and con-
ceptual thought. It is hoped that the researcher, practitioner, and
academic person in outdoor adventure pursuits will find this book a
useful asset in his or her present endeavors. It is also expected that
the readers will use the concepts and theories presented as a basis to
further expand their own beliefs and ideas based on their personal
experiences and training. Moreover, the book will have served its
purpose if the researcher or graduate student gains new ideas for
future research or conduct from its contents.

The time has come for the profession of outdoor adventure pursuits
to assume a more formal and clearly delineated role in the education
and recreation of our society. Outdoor adventure pursuits are not
activities solely for the daredevil but, rather, they are legitimate educa-
tional and leisure pursuits in which a broad spectrum of people can
participate. While not just an end in themselves, outdoor adventure
pursuits can be powerful agents of individual and social change. It is
toward this end that the book, Outdoor Adventure Pursuits: Foundations,
Models, and Theories, has been written in order to better understand
the outdoor adventure pursuits phenomenon.

Alan Ewert, Ph.D
1988
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FOREWORD

What is it that best describes a civilized society? In the United States, a
concern for the health and safety of the citizenry is certainly near the top
of the list. Since the Great Depression of the 1930’s, good government has
been equated with the protection of individuals from a whole host of
catastrophic events. This “insurance mentality,” as author George
Leonard describes it, has contributed to numerous laws and lawsuits
designed to immunize the American public from the sting of life's hard
blows. Accordingly, the good life has come to be interpreted more and
more as the safe life, the comfortable life, the predictable life.

How strange, then, that in the midst of this cultural climate there should
appear a heightened interest in the deliberate pursuit of danger,
discomfort, and unpredictability in the form of outdoor adventure pursuits.
What is it about outdoor adventurers that accounts for their “swimming
against the tide" of our societal preoccupation with safety? What is it
about their psychological makeup that doesn't set well with the trend
toward a more stable and secure way of living? What needs of theirs are
going unmet? What motivates them? What are the rewards of their
involvement?

In this book, Alan Ewert draws on his wealth of personal and profes-
sional experience in the field of outdoor adventure pursuits, his research
on the topic, and his interpretation of others’' research, to give us a better
understanding of the outdoor adventurer. Such understanding is critical
not only for those who are responsible for planning outdoor recreation
opportunities, but also for those who desire to know what it is about the
larger culture that outdoor adventurers find so unappealing.

In the novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, George Orwell predicted the failure of
a society characterized by warmth, comfort, and the absence of strain.
That society would fail because however appetizing on the surface, once
bitten into it would be inherently distasteful to a human being. Could it be
that the increasing popularity of outdoor adventure pursuits is evidence of
Orwell’s contention? Could it be that sanctioning opportunities for risk-
taking and adventure is also the mark of a civilized society?

Daniel L. Dustin, Professor
Department of Recreation
San Diego State University
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OUTDOOR ADVENTURE
PURSUITS:
AN INTRODUCTION

In 1906, an advertisement appeared in the London Times:

Men wanted for hazardous journey. Small wages, bitter cold, long
months of complete darkness, constant danger, safe return doubtful.
Honor and recognition in case of success.

What is extraordinary about this announcement is not that it reads like
an assumption of risk form, but rather that over 5000 people applied for
the 30 positions available. Seventy-eight years later, in 1984, another ad
appeared in the Los Angeles Times announcing the search for one
woman to learn and participate in a SCUBA diving expedition. The
advertisement read:

**WANTED:; A YEAR OF YOUR LIFE FOR THE ADVENTURE OF YOUR LIFE

Once again thousands of people applied. Honor and recognition not
withstanding, the underlying thread linking these two seemingly unrelated
incidents is the quest for ADVENTURE. This search has carried over
into educational and recreational delivery systems. Adventure activities
such as backpacking, mountain-climbing, white-water rafting, and SCUBA
are becoming increasingly popular forms of human endeavor. Support
systems, such as adventure centers, training programs, and certification
schemes, have developed around these activities. This chapter dis-
cusses outdoor adventure from the perspective of definitions, the nature
of the adventure experience, and how it relates to other areas and
disciplines.
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i

SCUBA has become an increasingly popular outdoor adventure pursuit for
millions of people.

OUTDOOR ADVENTURE

In contemporary society, the term outdoor adventure generally implies
an educational or recreational activity that is exciting and physically
challenging. It was the Chinese, however, who first successfully encapsu-
lated the true essence of adventuring by their term “wei-jan.” Translated
as opportunity through danger, wei-jan incorporates many of the
reasons for participating in the outdoor adventure. Outdoor adventure
affords the participant the opportunity to experience the excitement and
personal involvement in an outdoor setting which is often lacking in our
traditional recreational or educational systems.

Various terms have been used to describe the outdoor adventure
experience. These terms include: adventure recreation, high adventure,
natural challenge activities, outdoor pursuits, and risk recreation. Several
definitions have evolved to describe this form of activity:

e Any number of leisure pursuits which provide exposure to physical
danger. (Meier, 1978, p. 33)

e All pursuits that provide an inherently meaningful human experience
that relates directly to a particular outdoor environment—air, water,
hills, mountains, . .. (Darst and Armstrong, 1980, p. 3)

e Activities which involve human participation as a response to the
challenge offered primarily by the physical, natural world such as



Outdoor Adventure Pursuits: An Introduction 3

hills, air currents, and waves. (Progen, 1979, p. 237)
e Qutdoor activities involving the natural environment where the
outcome perceived by the participants is unknown. (Yerkes, 1985)

In defining outdoor adventure pursuits, a number of components must
be considered. First and most obvious, outdoor adventure pursuits
involve an interaction with the natural environment. Second, this inter-
action requires an element of risk to which the participant is exposed by
engaging in the activity. This risk can be physical, emotional, or material,
but is usually associated with the possibility of being injured or even
killed. This deliberate inclusion of risk in a recreational or educational
framework helps distinguish outdoor adventure pursuits from more tradi-
tional outdoor recreation and/or outdoor education activities.

ADVENTURE AND RISK TAKING

Although some may view the deliberate seeking of risk as dangerous
and foolhardy, risk taking is the sine qua non of the adventure experi-
ence. As Miles (1978) suggests, one cannot enjoy the view without the
risk of passage. Past studies have indicated that climbers actively main-
tain a level of uncertainty by changing the “rules of engagement” (how
a particular mountain or rock can be climbed) or the level of difficulty
and danger (Emerson, 1966). For example, an experienced climber may
climb in the winter or alone in order to increase the difficulty and danger
to desired levels.

This is not, however, risk dictated solely by chance or fate. The
outcome, while uncertain and not completely controllable, can be influ-
enced by the participant. Risk, or the threat of physical and/or emotional
harm, emerges when there is a loss of control or predictability. Control
becomes an important factor in distinguishing between something that is
difficult and something that is foolhardy.

No true mountaineer ever courted danger for its own sake. The
whole point of any sport is that it demands the acquisition of a
special skill which cancels the danger. It was the mountaineer’s
justification that he climb by routes where his skill in mountaincratft,
supported by courage and resolution of no mean order, made him
competent to ascend and descend safely. (Stowell, 1967, p. 12)

This factor of control was more recently supported in a study by
Ewert (1985) on climbers at Mt. Rainier. The climbers indicated that
opportunity to express control over their lives and their immediate situa-
tion was an important motivation for climbing. This sense of control
became even more important as the individual climber gained experience
and expertise. Houston (1968) states that “experienced climbers under-
stand, enjoy, and seek risk because it presents a difficulty to overcome
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Mountaineering, like most outdoor adventure pursuits, demands both physical
and technical skills.

and can be estimated and controlled. He equally abhors danger
because it is beyond his control” (p. 56).

A permutation on this theme of danger is the differentiation between
real and apparent risk. Mortlock (1983), an early advocate of this distinc-
tion, posits that, while real risk is common to the recreational outcome
of outdoor adventure pursuits, apparent risk is more often used in educa-
tional or structured classes of outdoor adventuring activities. Real risk is
that which actually exposes the participant to the possibility, even prob-
ability, of being hurt or having a close call. Apparent risk refers to the
“illusion” of danger or the possibility of being injured. Outdoor instructors
are usually encouraged to promote activities, such as top-roped rock
climbing, that have a substantial degree of apparent risk but a low
degree of real risk.

As previously stated, risk, or the threat of physical and emotional
harm, emerges when there is a loss of control over the outcome of a
particular activity. Within the outdoor environment, this loss of control
can be aggravated by personal weakness, poor or incorrect decision
making, and unforeseen circumstances. Conversely, personal abilities,
correct decision making, and technology can serve to create a
heightened sense of control. Figure 1.1 illustrates the interaction of
these and other components in the outcome of an adventure experience.

For educational purposes this [adventure] is the most important stage
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FIGURE 1.1
Influencing Factors on the Outcome of a Risk Activity
Unforseen beneficial Incorrect
circumstances decision making
Proper training\ Outcome /Personal inabilities
greater i loss of
Personal abilities— | control i control T~ Poor training
Correct Unforseen detrimental
decision making circumstances

in the activity. Its validity is acceptable only if there is virtually no real
danger for most pupils. As adventure is a state of mind it is possible for
a pupil to experience adventure in an environment of apparent rather
than real danger. As long as he feels the situation is dangerous, in the
sense that a mistake or lack of effort on his part could lead to some sort
of physical harm or unpleasant situation, then he may experience
adventure in the fullest sense of the word (Mortlock, 1978).

Supporting the concept of real versus apparent danger can be
demonstrated by the ropes course. A ropes course usually consists of a
series of obstacles constructed from ropes, wooden beams, and cables
suspended in trees and poles. Participants seek to negotiate the
obstacles by themselves or in pairs. The participants are usually
belayed from the ground or attached to a safety cable to prevent falling
to the ground. Many ropes courses combine these high rope obstacles
with initiative tasks such as the “wall" (scaling a 12 to 15 foot wall), or
“electric fence"” (crossing over an invisible wire four to six feet off the
ground). While one could argue that the ropes course does not offer a
true adventure experience, it does offer an excellent example of how
apparent danger can be used to achieve certain outcomes.

DEFINING OUTDOOR ADVENTURE PURSUITS

It would appear that the outdoor adventure experience is made up of
a number of components, including an interaction with the natural
environment, the perception of risk or danger, and a concommitant
sense of uncertainty of the outcome. Given these factors, outdoor
adventure pursuits may be defined as:



