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Within Outdoor and Adventurous activities, is risk perception a barrier to participation and how can 

we overcome this to encourage participation as a fundamental part of curriculum? 

 

 

                            

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Introduction 

For many years in my experience as an Outdoor professional I have encountered many ‘problems’ 

relating to the level of participation within Outdoor and Adventurous activities. Some of these are 

what I would call ‘concrete’ issues such as cost, travel, time and specialist training (which I will 

discuss as part of this research project), however one issue that has remained a constant is people’s 

perception of risk and the limitations that enforces to participation. This, I feel is a greater issue 

firstly with parents/guardians who know little about the activities in terms of Health and Safety, and 

I have on regular occasions been faced with teachers who see the risk factor of participation too high 

and not worth the experience relating to the bigger picture of study. It has seemed that a ‘not on my 

watch’ attitude has been generated. Students on the other hand are predominantly the ones whose 

perception of risk is lower and their fear factor isn’t as great. I feel that by educating people within 

all levels of education about the benefits and extreme safety procedures met by Outdoor 

professionals, this will encourage further participation and enhance the personal and academic 

development of young people across the country.  

Action Research is appropriate for this as a means to deliver real evidence to those directly involved 

within the college. The key to maintaining positive relationships within education and especially 

within Outdoor and Adventurous activities is effective communication. This research project will aid 

in that communication via data collection including surveys, questionnaires and activity participation 

which will hopefully lead to a fantastic curriculum designed and delivered with the support of other 

stakeholders within education. 

 

What are Action Research and the Action Research Cycle? 

Action Research is an investigation to an identified problem which aims to change practice. It begins 

with a question relating to the problem highlighted by staff, students or parents/guardians. Anybody 

can conduct an action research project as part of their professional experience to further their 



knowledge, communicate with others directly involved within the problem and to improve their 

practice. To fully comprehend the issue the researcher must collect measurable data (quantitive or 

qualitative) from a group of willing participants (students, parents/guardians, staff).  In the British 

Medical Journal, Meyer (2000) suggests that participation is fundamental whereby participants 

agree that change needs to happen. Participants also need to be seen as equals which I agree is 

paramount when collating evidence from surveys and data and any conflict must be managed by the 

researcher as a facilitator.  

Three methods that can be used to conduct this research in education are: 

1. Individual action research whereby a teacher would carry out their own project within a 

class independently. 

2. Collaborative action research whereby a group of researchers work together to investigate a 

problem and potential solutions across the curriculum. 

3. School – wide action research whereby teams of staff from across the school or on a larger 

regional scale would work together investigating a problem.  

Once a method has been chosen, data must be collected which will be analysed and presented in a 

format which will hopefully improve practice and find solutions to the identified question. This data 

can be collected by the researcher(s) by observing, enquiring or examining.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



The Action Research Cycle 

 
 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/215575489_fig1_Figure-1-The-four-main-phases-of-the-

Action-Research-cycle 

The cycle above shows in a simple format the process of Action Research. The first stage is planning, 

whereby a question is raised. In my case the question is the title of this project but it could be an 

observation made by anyone involved in the education system.  

The cycle then moves around to the ‘act’ phase where the investigation takes place regarding the 

question. In this instance I will be using questionnaires, surveys and active participation in activities. 

This investigation will explore how we can adapt our teaching strategies to improve communication 

and practice.  

The next phase is ‘observe’ where the evidence collected is looked at in more detail and analysed. At 

this point there may be some graphs or other visual aids designed to present the findings to those 

involved in the project. 

https://www.researchgate.net/figure/215575489_fig1_Figure-1-The-four-main-phases-of-the-Action-Research-cycle
https://www.researchgate.net/figure/215575489_fig1_Figure-1-The-four-main-phases-of-the-Action-Research-cycle


The ‘reflect’ phase may then generate a new question to be asked which will then require the cycle 

to be repeated. This is an evaluation of what has taken place and a new plan will be put into place 

moving forwards.  

 

Existing literature research 

The first paper I have researched is called ‘No risk, no fun: The role of perceived risk in adventure 

tourism’. Tracey Dickson and Sara Dolnicar have produced a very interesting perspective 

surrounding how risk is perceived by the individual with links to the tourism industry. A large part of 

the problem is media portrayal of adventure based activities in recent years and how it seems to 

affect sales of activities negatively. They state that the media initially portray the activity as high risk 

to attract the attention of consumers, but then the providers must do their utmost to confirm to the 

consumer that in fact, the activity is low risk in order to be safe for participation. I feel that this 

media portrayal has affected how individuals perceive certain activities to be too dangerous to take 

part in (certainly parents/guardians of young people). Television programmes such as ‘Bear Grylls’ 

and ‘I’m a Celebrity get me out of here’ attract the attention of millions across the world due to the 

‘danger’ element of what is taking place. Observers watching these programmes who are 

uneducated in the Health and Safety procedures required for these activities to take place will often 

say ‘you’ll never catch me doing that’ or ‘they’re crazy’. They are usually accompanied with gripping 

background music and a terrified celebrity whose level of ‘adventure’ is much different to somebody 

else.  

Dickson and Dolnicar state ‘The reason lies in the tourism industry’s aim to reduce the risk 

perceptions among tourists in order to increase sales. Perceived risk is thus seen as a hurdle to 

attracting tourists and the managerial aim is to reduce it. At the same time there is a sub sector of 



tourism industry. Adventure tourism that seems to work in precisely the opposite way: perceived 

risk is something attractive to the potential consumers, something they are actively searching for.’ 

Real, perceived, absolute and desired risks are discussed in the paper which I also feel is very 

interesting and explores deeper into the individual’s experience rather than a general outlook. Walle 

(1997) states ‘the absence of risk may decrease the satisfaction the participant receives from a 

would – be adventure’.  

 Some participants would like the risk factor to be higher if they are more of a thrill seeker 

and adventurous themselves. To attract these people to participate means marketing the 

‘desired’ risk factor.  

 Perceived risk is an individual’s subjective assessment of the real risk present at any time 

(Haddock, 1993) 

 Real risk is the amount of risk which exists at a given moment which can be aided by health 

and safety controls. 

 Absolute risk is where risk is imminent when no safety controls are in place. 

All of these risk types will seem higher or lower according to the individual which this paper states 

and links directly to the familiarity people have with the activity. Dickson and Dolnicar ask ‘If 

perceptions of risk are individual, then can the same be concluded about why people take risks and 

how much risk are they willing to take?’ Risks to some are physical, and to others are emotional. 

This literature explores some of the key reasons why participation in adventure activities can be 

affected and these will be helpful when conducting my own research. The gap in this paper is the 

voice of the participants, and I hope that my project captures this and directly impacts the problems 

I often face with participation. 

 



Safety, Risk and adventure in Outdoor activities by Bob Barton (2007) focusses on the need for risk 

management and public obsession with safety and elimination of risk and is more attentive to the 

educational benefits of participation than ‘No risk, no fun’.  

Barton states ‘Adventure education can change lives, can intensify experience and extend its ripples 

far into a life.’ He has led a very adventurous life taking part in kayaking, climbing, mountain walking 

amongst other activities and sports considered to be ‘extreme’. There is a section within this 

literature titled ‘Public expectations and risk aversion’ which describes how society seems to be side-

lining risk itself as an ‘undesirable by product’ of adventure activity when ultimately the risk is an 

essential part of participation. Barton then categorises activities as: 

 Recreation 

 Adventure 

 Misadventure 

He states ‘recreation in this context is defined as a leisurely walk in a beautiful park’. These 

recreational activities he feels cannot bring about the ‘deep experiences’ that participating 

in adventure can. He then discusses that the risk element that is apparent in between 

adventure and misadventure is where the benefit in participation lies.  

I agree to an extent that the perceived risk can definitely add to the person’s experience and 

character building, however to some participants, a leisurely walk in the park will be 

adventurous dependent upon their physical and mental/emotional ability.  

This literature is extremely passionate about the benefits of adventurous education; 

however it doesn’t consider the individual as the previous paper does. This is an important 

part of my research project and will remain a focal point during the evaluation and analysis 

process.  

 



 

How will it happen? - methodology 

I propose to carry out my research over a four week period with three groups of people. This 

amount of time is sufficient to allow me to arrange practical sessions and distribute questionnaires 

for feedback. The first group will consist of teaching staff, the second will be students and the third 

group will be parents/guardians of the students. Before the research begins I will hold a brief 

meeting where everybody can attend to introduce them to the research project showing a power 

point containing all of the information they will need and also give them an opportunity to ask any 

questions or raise any concerns. It will be at this point that I will get all participants to read and sign 

consent forms to participate and arrange the most convenient times to carry out the practical 

element of the research. The investigation will take place as follows: 

1. Initial meeting, power point and information given/collected with a question and answer 

opportunity. 

2. All three groups given a questionnaire with specific questions relating to their perception of 

risk in adventurous and outdoor activities and also an information leaflet about the activities 

they will experience. This data will be recorded and transferred into graphs to highlight 

common themes or differences of opinion. 

3. All three groups will participate in two adventurous and outdoor activities (as separate 

groups) as a chance to experience the activity for themselves. The activities will be High 

Ropes and Archery. 

4. All three groups will be given a feedback form to fill out regarding how they felt individually 

when taking part and after the activities as a reflection practice. They will also receive the 

first questionnaire again containing all the same questions to see if there are any noticeable 

changes. 



5. This information will be recorded and presented in the same graph format as previously 

done which will be available to the participants to see and form the basis for a short 

evaluation meeting and conclusion discussion. 

The resources I will need for this are the practical equipment which I have access to at college. I will 

also need to construct the questionnaires in a format that is easy to understand for all groups and 

print them ready to hand out. I will need to book a large enough room to hold the initial meeting 

and evaluation meeting and send out letters to those who are participating confirming attendance. 

This will all need to be authorised by the Senior Leadership team and rooms booked through our MIS 

department. 

 

The three groups will be small and will consist of ten participants in each group. These people will all 

have agreed to take part and signed a consent form for Health and Safety purposes. I feel that this 

size of group will give me enough information from a variety of people to form a good investigation 

process. They will hopefully also feel more of a team than an individual when taking part in the 

activities with nine others around them. Also for me to deliver a session with ten participants is 

keeping to ratio management and complying with Health and safety guidelines.  As an Outdoor 

professional I operate on a ‘Challenge by choice’ policy which means that if anybody does not want 

to participate they will not be forced to and can withdraw or sit out as they wish.  

 

I will use both qualitative and quantitive methods to collect data for my project. I will construct the 

questionnaires to determine what percentage of people respond a certain way to a situation 

proposed which will be easily displayed on a graph. I will also use qualitative methods such as 

observing and questioning during the activities to seek opinions of the participants ‘in the moment’. 

The feedback form will also give an opportunity for a qualitative method to occur. I feel that these 



methods will benefit my action research project keeping it simple and easy to analyse and present. 

These methods also allow the participant to feel important and their opinion matters as part of the 

research. These methods will also instigate conversations between the participants outside of the 

research project regarding risk and levels of participation which I will encourage. 

Using questionnaires, direct questioning and observations will benefit this project the most as it’s 

the participant’s voice that I would like to analyse and make heard for future planning. The literature 

that I have looked at doesn’t detail the opinion of others apart from the author themselves. I feel 

that within Outdoor Education the voice of the participant must be heard and acted upon to 

improve services and accessibility.  

Questionnaires are also easy methodologies to record and transfer into alternative visual aids for 

analysis. Linking common or uncommon responses to questions in the form of a percentage graph to 

the audience can have a huge impact on the reflection time and discussion topics moving forwards 

into the next phase of the Action research cycle.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Results 

Below are the results from the questionnaires before student participation. 

 

 

Yes 
100% 

No 
0% 

Have you ever participated in an adventurous outdoor 
activity before? 

Yes 
70% 

No 
20% 

Don't 
know 
10% 

Do you consider Adventurous outdoor activities important 
in education and personal development. 



 

 

The below are results for students after participation. 

High risk 
30% 

Medium risk 
60% 

Low risk 
10% 

In terms of health & safety do you feel adventurous 
outdoor activities are: 

Definitely 
50% 

Sometimes 
50% 

Never 
0% 

If given the choice would you regularly participate in these 
activities? 



 

 

Yes 
100% 

No 
0% 

Have you ever participated in an adventurous outdoor 
activity before? 

Yes 
80% 

No 
20% 

Don't know 
0% 

Do you consider Adventurous outdoor activities important 
in education and personal development. 



 

 

These results were as I expected. The students had all participated before in some form of 

adventurous outdoor activity at school and some had been members of scout groups and cubs from 

years before. It was discussed that adventurous activities are participated in irregularly within their 

educational environment and after participating a greater number of students felt that it would be 

of benefit to their personal development and would also compliment their chosen course of study at 

college. Their perception of risk was also as I expected, with the thinking that activities generally are 

high or medium risk, when in actual fact, after participation and learning about the health and safety 

High risk 
30% 

Medium risk 
10% 

Low risk 
60% 

In terms of health & safety do you feel adventurous 
outdoor activities are: 

Definitely 
70% 

Sometimes 
30% 

Never 
0% 

If given the choice would you regularly participate in these 
activities? 



procedures this dropped drastically. I do feel that the media portray a high risk reputation in order 

to gain popularity as discussed in the research undertaken by others. Young people are extremely 

influenced by the media and therefore presume and believe that adventure means high risk. This 

also led to some students saying that they would participate more often if they were given the 

opportunity, now knowing that the activities are not as high risk as they first thought. 

Results for parents before participation. 

 

 

Yes 
90% 

No 
10% 

Have you ever participated in an adventurous outdoor 
activity before? 

Yes 
80% 

No 
20% 

Don't know 
0% 

Do you consider Adventurous outdoor activities important 
in education and personal development. 



 

 

Results for parents after participation 

High risk 
30% 

Medium risk 
70% 

Low risk 
0% 

In terms of health & safety do you feel adventurous 
outdoor activities are: 

Definitely 
50% 

Sometimes 
50% 

Never 
0% 

If given the choice would you regularly participate in these 
activities? 



 

 

Yes 
100% 

No 
0% 

Have you ever participated in an adventurous outdoor 
activity before? 

Yes 
90% 

No 
10% 

Don't know 
0% 

Do you consider Adventurous outdoor activities important 
in education and personal development. 



 

 

These results were very interesting from the parents. Before participation there were a lot of 

discussions surrounding the need for these activities to compliment a specific course of study and 

how personal development would impact the results within the course subject overall. What I found 

most interesting was that their perception of risk had changed dramatically after participation, 

however this did not affect how many would participate in future if given the opportunity. This 

shows that to a certain extent these activities are an ‘acquired taste’ and do not appeal to all. I 

would suggest that more detailed research needs to be carried out to identify if as very young 

High risk 
0% 

Medium risk 
50% 

Low risk 
50% 

In terms of health & safety do you feel adventurous 
outdoor activities are: 

Definitely 
50% 

Sometimes 
50% 

Never 
0% 

If given the choice would you regularly participate in these 
activities? 



children we are exposed to enough outdoor adventure as a natural part of the primary curriculum 

and how this has affected our participation as adults. This research is beginning but understandably 

is very difficult and time consuming to carry out, especially with the health and safety hoops to jump 

through alongside funding. 

Results for teachers before participation. 

 

 

Yes 
100% 

No 
0% 

Have you ever participated in an adventurous outdoor 
activity before? 

Yes 
90% 

No 
10% 

Don't know 
0% 

Do you consider Adventurous outdoor activities important 
in education and personal development. 



 

 

Results for teachers after participation 

High risk 
20% 

Medium risk 
70% 

Low risk 
10% 

In terms of health & safety do you feel adventurous 
outdoor activities are: 

Definitely 
60% 

Sometimes 
40% 

Never 
0% 

If given the choice would you regularly participate in these 
activities? 



 

 

Yes 
100% 

No 
0% 

Have you ever participated in an adventurous outdoor 
activity before? 

Yes 
100% 

No 
0% 

Don't know 
0% 

Do you consider Adventurous outdoor activities important 
in education and personal development. 



 

 

These results were equally as interesting as the parents. The perception of risk changed drastically 

after participating and learning the health and safety procedures that accompany the activities. One 

teacher found that the activities were unnecessary to compliment the curriculum in her chosen area 

of teaching, however after participating agreed that the personal development that is aided through 

these activities is hugely important for an individual and progressing through all aspects of life.  

 

High risk 
0% 

Medium risk 
50% 

Low risk 
50% 

In terms of health & safety do you feel adventurous 
outdoor activities are: 

Definitely 
70% 

Sometimes 
30% 

Never 
0% 

If given the choice would you regularly participate in these 
activities? 



I presumed that after participating in the activities that most people would want to participate 

again, however I have learnt that is not so greatly the case. These activities have proven to be a very 

individual choice for each person based on differing reasons for doing so. I have learnt that the 

majority of people involved believe that these activities are extremely useful for development and 

help academically. As mentioned above, I feel that further research should be done to determine if 

we are exposing younger children to these types of activities enough throughout their education. At 

the moment I feel they are used as an end of year treat rather than a part of the curriculum to 

develop personal and social skills such as communication, confidence, team building as well as 

linking to other curriculum subject areas including numeracy, history, geography and many more. I 

feel that an exposure to more outdoor adventurous activities from a very young age will enable 

young people to experience their education from a much more versatile perspective. Stepping out of 

the comfort zone is something we all must do to learn and develop.  

 

My action research project has been effective for me to evaluate the needs of the students, parents 

and teachers. It has enlightened my understanding of others’ perception of risk and has shown me 

that moving forwards we must educate everybody involved within education that these activities are 

not as high risk as they have been portrayed.  

My areas of strength within this research have been communication with all participants. I have 

listened and taken into account a variety of opinions. I have built rapport with other members of 

staff and parents who I wouldn’t have ordinarily associated with. Building those relationships is a 

huge strength moving forwards to create a better teaching and learning environment where we can 

share ideas and resources. I feel that I could develop my IT skills further to display and collate data in 

a different way. I will bring this up with my line manager to incorporate in to my CPD.  
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