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In this paper, we explore the concept of outdoor adventure in the context of 
mental health, proposing an ecological perspective to redefine adventure beyond 
its traditional associations with risk and physical challenge. We critically examine 
current frameworks and definitions of adventure, which often emphasise 
specific activities and natural environments yet overlook the individual’s 
experience and potential mental health benefits. From an ecological perspective, 
we emphasise the dynamic interplay between the individual, the activity, and 
the environment. This approach, grounded in ecological psychology, considers 
the multi-dimensional nature of adventure, including social, psychological, 
physical, and spiritual aspects. The paper challenges the traditional risk-
focused view of adventure, advocating for a broader definition that includes 
diverse experiences and interactions, as well as the transformative potential of 
adventure in various environments, including urban settings. We highlight the 
changing demographics and motivations of adventure participants, moving 
away from the stereotypical young male risk-seeker, to more diverse and 
inclusive participant profiles. We argue that adventure facilitates the realisation 
of fundamental human affordances, often untapped in daily life, thereby 
enhancing mental health and wellbeing. This ecological perspective opens new 
avenues for understanding the role of adventure in mental health and wellbeing, 
offering a more comprehensive and inclusive approach to adventure activities 
as therapeutic interventions. This redefined understanding of adventure 
emphasises its potential as a powerful tool for enhancing human wellbeing, 
harmonising the relationship between people, tasks, and the environment, and 
offering profound implications for mental health contexts.
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Introduction

In the evolving landscape of mental health interventions, the role of outdoor adventure 
has garnered increasing attention for its potential therapeutic benefits. In this paper, we explore 
and redefine the concept of adventure in a mental health context, moving beyond traditional 
perspectives to a more inclusive and comprehensive understanding. The intersection of 
outdoor adventure and mental health presents a unique opportunity to examine how diverse 
adventure activities, varying from bushwalking to BASE jumping, contribute to 
mental wellbeing.
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Traditionally associated with risk and physical challenge (Brymer, 
2010) adventure is now being re-examined through a broader lens 
encompassing various experiences and participant demographics 
(Immonen et  al., 2022). We  seek to dissect and reconstruct the 
conceptual framework of adventure, challenging the conventional 
notion that it is solely the domain of young, risk-seeking individuals. 
Our discussion extends to a diverse range of participants, 
acknowledging that mental health benefits derived from adventure are 
not confined to a specific age group, gender, or cultural background.

In establishing a new theoretical framework, we delve into the 
definitions and frameworks of adventure, scrutinising their limitations 
and proposing an ecological perspective emphasising the dynamic 
interplay between the individual, the activity, and the environment. 
This perspective recognises the multi-dimensional nature of adventure 
and its potential to foster mental health and wellbeing.

Through this exploration, we  address several key areas: the 
characteristics of adventure activities and their perceived risks, the 
role of the environment in adventure experiences, and the diverse 
characteristics and lived experiences of adventure participants. By 
integrating these elements, we aim to present a more holistic view of 
how adventure could be a powerful tool for improving mental health 
and wellbeing, transcending traditional boundaries and offering new 
pathways for therapeutic interventions.

We challenge existing paradigms and introduce a novel framework 
for understanding the complex and multifaceted relationship between 
adventure and mental health. By reconceptualising this relationship, 
we open doors to more inclusive, effective, and varied therapeutic 
approaches that recognise the full spectrum of human experience 
in adventure.

A brief overview of adventure

Despite its prevalence in therapeutic contexts, the concept of 
adventure lacks a precise definition, a challenge consistently 
highlighted in the literature (Beard et al., 2003; Buckley, 2006; Buckley, 
2021). This ambiguity arises partly from the diverse nature of activities 
labelled as adventure, ranging from kayaking and bushwalking to 
more inherently dangerous endeavours (such as BASE jumping). 
Current frameworks often encapsulate adventure within risk, 
engagement with nature, and challenge, yet these elements are variably 
interpreted and applied (Brymer, 2010; Immonen et al., 2022).

In therapeutic settings, adventure therapy often combines various 
outdoor activities, with the underlying assumption that these 
engagements, despite their nebulous definitions, offer risk and 
cognitive, kinaesthetic, and emotional stimulation for participants 
(Brymer and Feletti, 2020; Russell et al., 2020). This approach, while 
beneficial, tends to overlook the nuanced differences between various 
forms of adventure and their specific impacts on mental health.

Adventure presents itself as a multi-dimensional construct. 
However, existing frameworks, while helpful, tend to oversimplify the 
adventure experience, often reducing it to a set of activities or 
environmental settings (Peacock et al., 2017). This reductive approach 
risks omitting the deeper, more intrinsic values and experiences that 
adventure can offer, especially in the context of mental health 
and wellbeing.

It is evident that present frameworks, while foundational, are not 
sufficiently equipped to address the complex and individualised 

nature of adventure and its therapeutic potential. We therefore seek to 
explore beyond these conventional boundaries, aiming to develop a 
more comprehensive and inclusive framework that acknowledges the 
varied dimensions of adventure and its role in mental 
health promotion.

Characteristics of adventure activity

Adventure, in its broadest sense, is most often associated with 
engagement in physical activities (mostly in outdoor settings) that 
encompass an element of risk (Immonen et al., 2022). Activities are 
diverse, spanning terrestrial pursuits like climbing, abseiling, caving, 
skiing, and mountain biking; aquatic activities such as diving, 
snorkelling, whitewater rafting, and kayaking; and aerial endeavours 
like BASE jumping, skydiing, and ballooning to name but a few. Beard 
et al. (2003) suggests that these activities form a continuum from mild 
or soft adventure to hard or extreme adventure, differentiated by 
varying ‘degrees of challenge, uncertainty, setting familiarity, personal 
abilities, intensity, duration and perceptions of control’ (p. 32). Mental 
health benefits have been reported across this spectrum of activity, 
underscoring the potential therapeutic value of these varied  
experiences.

The emphasis on risk and uncertainty as core to adventure 
poses challenges and raises critical questions, particularly in 
therapeutic contexts. Risk perception is highly subjective; an 
activity deemed risky and exhilarating by one individual might 
be  viewed as mundane by another (Peacock et  al., 2017). This 
variability in perception challenges the appropriateness of a 
one-size-fits-all approach in adventure-based therapy, where the 
willingness to engage in potentially risky activities is a prerequisite. 
The traditional notion which assumes risk is central to adventure 
has been challenged in recent years with critics pointing out that 
the role of risk questionable and the risk metaphor might even have 
damaging limitations (Bell, 2017; Brown and Fraser, 2009; Brymer, 
2010; Immonen et al., 2022; King et al., 2020). The dominant focus 
on risk in the literature has led to a paradoxical and narrow 
definition of adventure, often overlooking lived experience and 
other valuable aspects and experiences contributing to mental 
health (Boudreau et al., 2022). For example, Pomfret et al. (2023) 
suggested that adventure impacts wellbeing through extraordinary 
experiences, transformative experiences, immersion and 
community (Pomfret et al., 2023).

Criticisms of traditional definitions of adventure point to the 
need for a more nuanced and richer conceptualisation of 
adventure that acknowledges its multifaceted nature. Adventure 
is not merely about the thrill and challenge of risk-taking; it 
encompasses a range of experiences and interactions with the 
environment and oneself. Recognising the diverse motivations 
and outcomes associated with different adventure activities is 
crucial to understanding the role of these activities in promoting 
mental health and wellbeing.

We call for a broader definition of adventure that looks beyond 
the conventional risk-centric view. By embracing the diverse 
dimensions of adventure (including the emotional, cognitive, spiritual 
and environmental aspects), we will be able to better understand and 
harness the therapeutic potential of adventure activities. Such a 
comprehensive approach acknowledges each individual’s unique 
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experiences and the transformative possibilities that adventure can 
offer in the context of mental health.

Characteristics of the environment

The role of the environment in adventure activities has been a 
central focus in defining and understanding adventure. Definitions 
often emphasise the concept of being place-based, with a predominant 
focus on remote and natural settings as the ideal locales for adventure 
activities (Dobud et al., 2020; Pomfret et al., 2023). This view posits 
that the quintessential adventure experience is deeply intertwined 
with dynamic natural environments (including wilderness areas), 
often unfamiliar and distinct from the participant’s 
regular surroundings.

This traditional emphasis on remote and natural settings as 
essential for adventure has faced criticism for being overly restrictive. 
Some authorities have argued for a broader interpretation of adventure 
environments, perhaps a continuum of environments, encompassing 
remote wilderness, rural, regional, near urban and urban settings 
(Sharma-Brymer et al., 2025). A systematic review by Harper et al. 
(2021) underscores the limited understanding of nature’s role in 
adventure, suggesting that the therapeutic benefits of adventure are 
not confined to natural settings alone. For instance, activities like 
urban parkour, as discussed by Clough et al. (2016), demonstrate that, 
while adventure in nature contexts might be ideal, mental health and 
wellbeing benefits can also arise from adventures in urban and 
indoor contexts.

The conventional view that adventure is primarily a function of 
the task and the environmental setting, often characterised by risk and 
physical challenge in natural terrains, is thus being reevaluated. Critics 
of this traditional perspective suggest that adventure can equally occur 
in everyday urban settings (Clough et  al., 2016), where risk and 
uncertainty are managed differently, perhaps even to the point of 
being practically non-existent. This critique highlights the often 
neglected lived experience of adventure participants. As these critiques 
suggest, the essence of adventure should not be solely defined by the 
activity or the environment, but also by how individuals interact with 
and experience these settings.

Current discourse invites a rethinking of how we  define the 
environment in adventure experiences. This dialogue encourages a 
shift from a narrow focus on remote or natural settings to a more 
inclusive view that acknowledges the variety of environments where 
adventure can occur. Understanding how different settings, whether 
natural or urban, contribute to mental health and wellbeing is crucial. 
This broader perspective allows for a more comprehensive 
understanding of how adventure can facilitate mental health and 
wellbeing in varied environmental contexts.

Characteristics and lived experience of 
adventure participants

Beard et  al. (2003) eloquently argue that ‘adventure is not 
determined by specific activities, but by the state of mind and 
approach of the participation’ (p.  14). This perspective marks a 
significant shift from other conceptualisations of adventure, which are 
predominantly associated with young male risk-seekers (Cater, 2013; 

Elsrud, 2001; Palmer, 2002; Pizam et  al., 2004). However, current 
understandings of adventure reflect a changing demographic 
landscape, with growing diversity of participants (Pomfret and 
Bramwell, 2016). No longer can adventure be seen as the sole purview 
of the young; participation spans generations, with an increasingly 
equitable representation of genders.

Sharma-Brymer argues that the mental health benefits of 
adventure are accessible to individuals regardless of their marital 
status, geographic origin, or socio-cultural and religious affiliations. 
This inclusivity is significant, denoting a departure from the 
homogeneity that once characterised adventure participants. The 
motivations driving individuals towards adventure activities for 
mental wellbeing are diverse and complex (Kerr and Houge 
Mackenzie, 2012).

Adventure is characterised not only by the physical experience, 
but also by its capacity to undergo deep personal transformation, forge 
a connection and deeper relationship with nature, facilitate 
mindfulness and flow, enhance overall wellbeing, and offer new 
perspectives on life and social interactions (Boudreau et al., 2020; 
Brymer, 2013; Brymer and Houge MacKenzie, 2015; Clough et al., 
2016; Monasterio and Brymer, 2015; Sharma-Brymer, 2022). These 
profound impacts often transcend physical activity to encompass 
religious, socio-cultural and planetary dimensions.

Naidoo et  al. (2015) introduces the concept of push and pull 
factors in adventure, which further illuminates the motivations behind 
participation. Push factors, such as personal development, escapism, 
and social interaction, drive individuals away from their routine 
environments toward adventure activities. Conversely, pull factors 
draw individuals towards specific activities or destinations. Thus, 
adventure offers an escape from the mundanity of everyday life, as well 
as an opportunity for self-enhancement, and, for some, a safe 
environment to test and expand personal capabilities.

The archetypical image of the adventure participant as a young 
male risk-seeker is rapidly evolving. Today’s adventurers have diverse 
backgrounds, encompassing all genders, ages, marital statuses, and 
cultural contexts. Therefore, the mental health and wellbeing benefits 
of adventure are not limited to a specific demographic but are 
accessible and relevant across the lifespan, reflecting the universal 
appeal and transformative potential of adventure experiences.

Towards defining adventure

The conceptualisation of adventure has predominantly revolved 
around two fundamental pillars: the nature of the activity, and the 
characteristics of the environment (Immonen et  al., 2022). This 
perspective has typically portrayed adventure as primarily risk-
focused activities in unfamiliar, most often, natural terrains. However, 
this narrow focus on risk and specific environmental settings has been 
increasingly scrutinised and critiqued (Boudreau et al., 2022). The 
modern conceptualisation of adventure challenges these traditional 
norms, suggesting that adventure need not always involve unfamiliar 
or exclusively natural environments.

A significant limitation of traditional definitions of adventure is 
their lack of emphasis on the individual’s experience. These definitions 
often overlook the subjective nature of adventure by primarily 
focusing on external factors such as risk and environment. This 
oversight is critical, as recent perspectives considering the individual’s 
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experience reveal that the conventional notion of risk-taking is not 
universally applicable (Brymer and Schweitzer, 2013a, 2013b, 2015; 
Immonen et al., 2022). The adventurer, it turns out, seeks more than 
just risk; their motivations and experiences are far more nuanced 
and varied.

To address the shortcomings of traditional definitions of 
adventure, we  propose a new theoretical conceptualisation of 
adventure that acknowledges the traditional pillars of activity and 
environment and gives equal importance to the individual’s 
experience. This approach recognises the potential for dynamic 
interactions between these three pillars: the individual, the task, and 
the environment. Such a framework allows for a more holistic 
understanding of adventure, encompassing the diverse motivations, 
experiences, and outcomes associated with adventure activities.

This conceptualisation underscores the need to explore how 
interactions between the individual, task, and environment 
contribute to mental health and wellbeing benefits. It is imperative 
to understand that adventure is not a one-dimensional concept 
defined solely by physical risk or environmental setting; instead, it 
is a multifaceted experience that can be meaningful, transformative, 
and beneficial in various ways to different individuals. By adopting 
this broader perspective, we can better appreciate the complexity 
of adventure and its potential role in enhancing mental health 
and wellbeing.

An ecological perspective on the nexus 
between adventure and mental health and 
wellbeing

Adopting an ecological perspective shifts the focus from viewing 
the individual, activity, and environment as separate static 
components, to understanding them as dynamic, interdependent 
constructs. This framework, grounded in ecological psychology, has 
been instrumental in interpreting behaviour across various fields, 
including health, sport, and education (Brymer and Davids, 2013, 
2014; Brymer and Davids, 2016; Brymer et al., 2014; Davids et al., 
2016; Immonen et  al., 2022; Sharma-Brymer et  al., 2015). The 
framework emphasises the multi-dimensional nature of adventure, 
including the environment, the activity, and the interplay between the 
social, psychological, physical, and spiritual aspects of the individual,. 
This interconnectedness is crucial to understanding the adventure-
mental health nexus.

Central to this ecological framework are three concepts: 
affordances, form of life, and effectivities (Gibson, 1979; Rietveld and 
Kiverstein, 2014; Stoffregen, 2003). Affordances represent the 
opportunities for action provided by the environment, reflecting a 
combination of its objective characteristics and the individual’s 
subjective perception. Form of life pertains to typical patterns of 
interaction that a group of organisms, such as humans, exhibit with 
their environment, manifesting as social or cultural tendencies. 
Effectivities refer to the individual’s skills, capacities, and capabilities 
that align with the affordances in the person-environment relationship.

This ecological perspective proposes that adventure offers a 
unique opportunity to engage with a landscape of affordances, 
allowing individuals to explore and realise potentials that might 
remain untapped in their daily lives. Adventure activities provide a 
rich variety of experiences essential to the human form of life, 

promoting adaptability and the ability to perceive and act upon a 
broad spectrum of affordances. This contrasts with the safety-seeking 
tendencies of modern life, where technological advancements and a 
focus on security often limit our interaction with affordances in the 
person-environment relationship.

In adventure settings, the person-environment relationship offers 
diverse affordances, such as a deeper connection with nature or 
opportunities for social bonding, mindfulness, flow and personal 
agency (Li et al., 2021; Pomfret et al., 2023). The role of adventure 
providers is crucial in this context. These providers design experiences 
that educate and guide participants, especially novices, in recognising 
and engaging with these affordances. This guidance helps individuals 
realise skills and capacities that may be underutilised in everyday life. 
For more experienced adventurers, their adeptness at attuning to 
information in the environment allows them to perceive and act on 
these affordances independently.

The ecological perspective redefines adventure not by the activity 
or the environment alone, but by the dynamic interplay between the 
individual, task, and environment. This perspective positions 
adventure as crucial in modern times, where limitations on human 
interactions have diminished their engagement with the wide variety 
of affordances available. Adventure becomes a means to rebalance this 
relationship, enhancing mental health and wellbeing by facilitating a 
rich and varied interaction with a person’s surroundings.

In essence, adventure, from an ecological standpoint, is a critical 
element in contemporary life. Adventure provides a platform for 
individuals to engage with diverse affordances, fostering personal 
growth and enhancing mental health and wellbeing. This redefinition 
of adventure underscores its unique capacity to harmonise the 
relationship between people, tasks, and the environment, offering 
profound implications for how people approach adventure in mental 
health contexts.

Conclusion

Traditional perspectives on adventure have predominantly 
emphasised the activity and the environment, often underlining 
elements of risk and interaction with natural terrains. These 
conventional views have been challenged for their limited scope, 
particularly regarding their risk-centric focus and the implied 
necessity of natural settings. Critics have highlighted that 
adventure can occur in diverse environments, including urban 
and artificial settings. Perhaps more significant is that traditional 
definitions have often overlooked the vital role of the individual 
and the person-environment relationship in the 
adventure experience.

This paper proposes an alternative approach to understanding 
adventure, focusing on the dynamic interplay between the person and 
the environment. This perspective moves beyond the conventional 
emphasis on physical risk and environmental setting, instead 
highlighting the importance of an individual’s interaction with their 
surroundings. The approach posits that adventure, in essence, is about 
facilitating the realisation of fundamental human affordances. These 
affordances, while potentially available to all, are often underexplored 
or inaccessible in the routine of daily life.

By adopting an ecological perspective, we argue that adventure 
offers unique opportunities for individuals to engage with their 
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environment, and to broaden their perception of human capability. 
This approach broadens the definition of adventure and underscores 
its significance in promoting mental health and wellbeing. Adventure, 
in this context, is not just an activity; it is a medium through which 
individuals can connect with a deeper sense of self and the world 
around them.

Redefining adventure through the lens of the person-environment 
relationship opens new avenues for understanding its role in mental 
health and wellbeing. It encourages a more inclusive and holistic 
approach to adventure activities, recognising the diverse ways 
individuals can engage with and benefit from these experiences. 
Ultimately, this perspective offers a more comprehensive 
understanding of adventure, emphasising its potential as a powerful 
tool for enhancing human wellbeing.
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