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Understanding nature sports: a participant centred perspective and its 

implications for learning and learning design 

 

Abstract 

Nature sports is a term used to describe a collection of physical activities that are 

frequently defined by characteristics of their environment or an inherent risk. These 

perspectives overlook new aspects of nature sports and motivations for participation, 

imposing an inaccurate perspective on the design and facilitation of learning 

experiences. Namely, that nature sports are undertaken by participants with an inherent 

need for risk. This paper presents an alternative perspective based on critiques of the 

traditional notions of the experience of participants which goes beyond notions of risk 

taking and thrill seeking. Adopting a participant focus provides insight into the constant 

evolution of techniques, participation, philosophies and the continuous striving for 

creativity and innovation. Effective learning design and facilitation in nature sports 

therefore demands adaptability, flexibility, cultural sensitivity, and the capacity to 

facilitate a participant’s interaction with their environment.  
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Introduction 

‘Nature sport’ has emerged as one of many terms (e.g. adventure sports, high-risk 

sports, action sports, outdoor sports, extreme sports to name the most popular) used to 

refer to a collection of physical activities that are surpassing many traditional sports in 

popularity (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2017a; Pain & Pain, 2005). Examples of such 

activities include kayaking, BASE (Building, Antennae, Space and Earth) jumping, 

skiing, climbing, walking and surfing. Additionally, the growth of adventure tourism 

and participation in nature sports has expanded possible participation beyond the well-

researched and established realms of outdoor education (Peacock, Brymer, Davids & 

Dillon, 2017). Consequently, we take a position that reflects a leisure, tourism and 

participation perspective. The thread that binds the activities defined as ‘nature’ sports 

is that for the most part they are undertaken in relation to the natural environment and 

not bound by predetermined rules or artificially determined physical boundaries. 

Understanding, more fully, the nature of nature sports seems paramount if we are to 

help leaders, coaches and instructors meet the demands of an increasingly diverse group 

of participants. We suggest three possible advantages to this review (1) to challenge the 

theoretical perspectives that have surrounded participation in nature sports, (2) to 

distinguish between sub-groups within nature sports or sports more widely, and (3) to 

focus academic research concerns. 

In this paper, we argue that the traditional risk based approach to nature sports is an 

oversimplification and a more comprehensive understanding of nature sports that 

focuses on the experience of the participant is needed to guide effective facilitation of 

experiences and learning. Following an outline of the traditional perspective, we 

investigate and critique definitions of the variety of nature sports categories such as 



action sports, adventure sports, extreme sports, lifestyle sports, and high risk sports. We, 

then, take an overview of current approaches to the facilitation of experiences and 

learning to highlight how the traditional risk focused approach has infiltrated the design 

and facilitation of learning experiences. Finally, we show how the notion of nature 

sports could be understood from a participant perspective.   

The typical theoretical perspective 

The typical theoretical and popular perspective on nature sport activities emphasizes 

risk and risk taking. Activities are defined in terms of; (1) characteristics of the physical 

environment where the environment is assumed to be dangerous, dynamic or  

uncertain,(2) personality characteristics, where participants are described as risk takers 

or adrenalin seekers searching for novelty and uncertainty (Rossi & Cereati, 1993, Self, 

Henry, Findley, & Reilly, 2007; Slanger & Rudestam, 1997), (3) the socio-cultural 

environment where participants are presumed to create a personal identity based on 

fitting in with risk based counter-cultural characteristics (e.g. lifestyle sports; Wheaton, 

2004).   

A number of problems with the traditional approach that have a direct implication for 

the design and facilitation of learning and experiences in nature sports have been 

identified (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2017b). For example, a risk focused perspective 

might assume that participants are only interested in thrills and excitement and as a 

consequence providers of experiences are inclined to only focus on providing 

opportunities for thrills and excitement. Notions of providing opportunities for 

enhancing health, connecting to nature and developing expertise could be ignored. 

Equally, the provision of learning opportunities might be primarily focused on risk 

management or providing the skills required to undertake greater risk focused 

challenges. From this perspective, learning facilitators are less likely to be interested in 



designing experiences that address a broader or more nuanced range of motivations for 

participation. From the risk perspective nature becomes the competitor, a battleground 

or playground with the sole purpose of providing a context for the participant to test 

capabilities (Brymer, 2009, Brymer & Gray, 2009, 2010). An emphasis on the risk 

focused approach in marketing is also more likely to attract people who already wish to 

take risks and therefore create the potential for unfortunate mishaps; a vicious circle.  

The complex nature of nature sports: the traditional perspective 

Nature sports, a relatively new term coined to describe those physical activities 

undertaken in the presence of nature or while being immersed in nature (Melo & 

Gomes, 2017, Krien, 2014), are fast becoming the physical activity of choice across the 

world. Nature sports are not bound by rules, regulations or set boundaries. Nor are they 

easily constrained by traditional notions of ‘sport’ as structured, competitive activities. 

Equally, nature sports do not easily comply with a modernist view of sport that 

originates in western Christian philosophies. Instead, nature sports are perhaps best 

allied with the original appreciation of sport as pastime and recreation (Immonen et al., 

2017) and a post-modernist perspective on sport as multi-faceted and including 

dimensions of self-development, recreation, social, historical, political and cultural 

discourses, and personal interpretation.  

Perhaps because of these broad characterisations we know little about the complexities 

of nature sports. Developing an understanding of nature sports seems essential for 

business operators, learning designers and facilitators, and policymakers. Nature sport 

activities have become part of the tourism industry, the health industry, recreation and 

leisure industry, and remain an important aspect of the education sector. More recently, 

adapted versions of nature sports have infiltrated the traditional sporting sector (see 

‘sportification’, Crump, 1991). For the most part, attempts to define nature sports have 



been constrained by the context. However,  mountain biking, climbing, snowboarding 

or surfing in an Olympic context where boundaries are constrained and regulations 

imposed might be different to mountain biking, climbing, snowboarding or surfing 

when undertaken as part of a health intervention or as a leisure pursuit or as a tourism 

activity. Indeed, the various terms used to describe seemingly similar activities seems to 

reinforce this perspective and make definitions challenging. While these different types 

of nature sports have some distinct, differentiating and unique elements, they also have 

common aspects that are pertinent and significant to the participant and the notion of 

nature sports.  

In the following section we  review the key features of common types of sports captured 

by the main terms currently used to describe the varieties of ‘nature’ sports. The aim of 

this section is to investigate similarities and differences within the varieties of nature 

sports to highlight the complex nature of nature sports. In this process, we attempt to 

clarify the features of each category and highlight the crossover between the many types 

of nature sports. We have been careful to filter for nuances in the literature where 

activities might seem similar but do not refer to nature sports. For example, literature on 

indoor alternatives to climbing, skiing, skydiving and sports that are mainly about 

competition are not considered.  

Extreme and high risk sports  

The terms extreme sport and high risk sport have often been used interchangeably to 

define activities where the likely outcome of a mismanaged mistake or accident is death 

(Brymer and Schweitzer, 2017a; Frühauf , Hardy, Pfoestl, Hoellen and Kopp, 2017). 

Examples of activities in this category that clearly involve interacting with nature 

include BASE jumping (including proximity flying), big wave surfing, mountaineering 

above the death zone (above 8000m), waterfall kayaking and extreme skiing. 



Participation at this level has become highly specialised. Sports such as powerboat 

racing and stunt plane racing which have also been described as extreme have not been 

considered because of the low explicit nature component.  

The traditional perspective presupposes that participation is about personality structures 

that mandate participation in risky activities. Participants are assumed to be young, 

male, and fearless with personality structures that mean they are motivated by thrill and 

the ‘adrenaline buzz’ The main personality theories that have been used to define these 

activities are sensation seeking, Type ‘T’ personality and psychoanalysis. Such theories 

have led to the adrenaline junkie misnomer that pervades social culture (Barlow, 

Woodman & Hardy, 2013). These theories suggest that learning and effective 

performance is about having, or developing, a personality structure that means a 

participant thrives because of the danger inherent in the activity.  

Recent criticisms of this perspective argue it is overly simplistic and not reflective of 

the lived experience of participants (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013; Brymer, Downey & 

Gray, 2009; Brymer, 2009; Brymer & Oades, 2009). For example, this perspective does 

not reflect findings that indicate participant experiences of fear and freedom while 

participating are positive and transformational or that participants often report 

transcendent qualities intrinsic to the experience (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2017b).  

Furthermore, personality research has produced inconsistent findings and has proven 

limited in its capacity to explain why participation rates are increasing so rapidly 

(Monasterio & Brymer, 2015). Critics have also pointed out that an important aspect of 

extreme or high risk sports, is often overlooked. Namely, that rules are not externally 

dictated and the environment is not generally artificially constrained. Both these factors 

might facilitate fast evolution of the sports and emergent possibilities that mean that 

participation can be taken, literally, to the extreme. The lack of these figurative 



boundaries also suggests a relationship between the performer and the environment that 

is experienced differently to other sports. The notion of conquering the environment, for 

instance the expression conquering Everest or battling the elements, used in everyday 

language, has been critiqued as simplistic and stemming from an inaccurate assessment 

that assumes sport must be about competition. However, mountains and waves are not 

aware of any competition against humans. Rather, research examining the relationship 

between extreme sport participants and nature suggests that participants are most often 

in harmony with nature, preferring to speak about the experience as immersive and 

relational (Brymer & Gray, 2010; Brymer & Gray 2009; Brymer, Downey & Gray, 

2009) 

Adventure sports 

Adventure sports, commonly referred to in a tourism context, have also been associated 

with risk (Peacock, Brymer, Davids & Dillon, 2017) and are increasingly the focus of 

sports coaching research (for example, Collins & Collins,2013 2015a, 2015b, 2016.) In 

the tourism context the range of adventure sports activities has been presented as a 

continuum (soft – hard) representing degrees of challenge, uncertainty, intensity, 

duration and perceptions of control (Varley, 2006; Perdomo 2013). Activities include 

predictable, safe and reliable ones delivered by experienced facilitators with an element 

of perceived risk but little real risk (commodified adventure, Varley, 2006, see also 

Loynes 1998 and Brown, 2000) (example activities include, white water rafting, tandem 

parachuting, and bungy jumping). These commodified adventures contrast with those 

that require specialised activity and decision making skills, and greater participant 

commitment and responsibility (Collins& Collins, 2016, Cloke & Perkins, 1998). 

Example activities include white water kayaking, rock climbing, off-piste skiing and 

mountaineering. From a learning perspective adventure sport participation encompasses 



a broad range of demands; at the commodified end of the continuum the provider offers 

just enough information for the participant to undertake the activity and achieve what 

the provider assumes the participant wants from the experience. While at the other, 

‘authentic’ level (Valkonen, Huilaja & Koikkalainen, 2013), the learning experience 

focuses on the development of the technical and cognitive skills required to undertake 

the activity independently of the facilitator (see Collins, Collins & Grecic, 2015 

Christian, Berry & Kearney, 2017). Nature in these types of activities is seen as a 

dynamic playground for testing physical and mental resources and possibly providing 

the thrills and excitement that are deemed to be part of the adventure sport activity.  

Reflecting the potential breadth of participation, critics point to confusion over 

assumptions that certain sport or activity types are the same. An emphasis on risk and 

uncertainty ignores individual differences, the engagement with the culture of a 

particular adventure sport and role of the environment. In contrast, operators at the 

commodification end of the continuum most often minimise real risk to ensure safety, 

while exploiting perceived risk as an important aspect of adventure sport pedagogy. 

However, by emphasising risk it is possible that organisations are less likely to build 

long term relationships with participants and are more likely to feel impelled to provide 

the next thrill seeking activity.   

The emphasis on risk is hard to defend and leaves adventure synonymous with the 

narrow notion of extreme sports (highlighted earlier) and neglects participant lived 

experience, such as, for example the quest for personal insight, knowledge, spirituality 

and enlightenment. Research points to a broader experience of nature in adventure 

sports described as feeling connected to nature (Kerr & Houge Mackenzie, 2012 and 

often facilitating a deeper pro-environment identity (Sharma-Brymer, Gray & Brymer, 

2017).   



Action sports 

The term action sport is used to describe a broad category of sports characterised by 

individuality and differentiated from competitive sports by the lack of rules and 

regulations (Collins & Collins, 2016). For example, Rinehart (2000, p.506) defines 

action sports as ‘activities that either ideologically or practically provide alternatives to 

mainstream sports and mainstream sport values’. Action sports are often considered to 

be gender neutral and while they can occur on manufactured surfaces (e.g. indoor 

Climbing, skateboarding in the street) or constructed spaces (e.g. Skateparks) most are 

still undertaken in the natural world and retain close cultural and performance 

relationships with the natural world (Van Bottenburg & Salome, 2010. Examples of 

nature-based action sports include BMX, kite-surfing, surfing, skydiving, parkour and 

snowboarding (Booth & Thorpe, 2007; Wheaton 2004, Thorpe & Ahmed, 2015). For 

the most part participants are assumed to be young, (most often generation Y), 

alternative, and searching for hedonistic outcomes associated, once again, with risk-

taking. Participants are characterised by having a carefree perspective on life while 

living outside traditional society norms. Effective performance is measured by how 

successfully participants can develop the skills to chase increasing levels of 

performance, thrills, fun and risk. The relationship between action sports, the participant 

and nature has largely been ignored in the literature.   

Critics of this perspective, point out that many participants are not generation Y and 

while initial motivations might include hedonism and risk taking the importance of 

these aspects changes over time. For example, skill development and mastery, 

competition, aesthetics, and the desire to explore the limits of the body have also been 

associated with effective performance (Booth & Thorpe, 2007). Further, research 

suggests that many action sports might be less dangerous than some traditional sports 



such as rugby, bicycling and swimming (Thorpe, 2016). Equally, action sports have an 

enormous capacity to bring communities together and facilitate profound personal 

development (Thorpe, 2016). Critics have also pointed out that many elements of action 

sports are part of traditional sports such as figure skating, gymnastics and diving. 

Similarly, to other terms above, the importance of the interaction between participants 

and their environment has barely been mentioned. For some participants the interaction 

with the natural world is described as immersive and central to the development of 

identity and the value of their sport (Young & Atkinson, 2008). 

‘Lifestyle’ or alternative sports  

Activities typically referred to when discussing lifestyle sports are similar to those 

discussed as action sports and include skateboarding, windsurfing (and related sports 

such as kiteboarding), surfing, sailing, alpine skiing, snowboarding, skydiving, and 

parkour. However, the focus of the lifestyle sports term is socio-cultural. For the most 

part research on the notion of lifestyle sports has assumed that participation stems from 

how sports are consumed and the how participants ascribe to particular sub-cultural 

norms. Often lifestyle sports are delineated by shared practice, dress codes, language 

and the notion of rebellion. While commercialisation has enforced some regulation in 

recent years, lifestyle sports are often associated with a perceived lack of rules. 

Participants are often assumed to be childless, young, with high educational attainment, 

and reasonably affluent. Participation is a manifestation of identity and choice rather 

than the traditional organised structure s associated with competition.  From a lifestyle 

perspective learning is about the development of task oriented skills for participation 

but also about how easily and effectively a participant embodies the sub-cultural norms. 

The natural world is rarely acknowledged even though participation in lifestyle sports is 

frequently undertaken in nature. 



Critiques of this approach point to the myriad opportunities available to the participant 

and the realisation that just because people undertake a sport does not mean that the 

sport has to be defined in terms of culture (Brymer 2005). Further, many activities have 

multiple versions, some of which are competitive and organised similarly to mainstream 

sport. For example, surfing has an international governing body and is now a 

competitive sport; climbing is now an Olympic sport and parkour has been recognised 

as a sport with its own governing body and regulation. The lack of an effective 

understanding of the importance of nature in lifestyle sports has been critiqued 

especially as the natural world is so important to many participants that they turn to 

active conservation (Wheaton, 2007).  

In summary, nature sports span a variety of activities. A traditional theoretical 

perspective links all these sports together by focusing on risk and risk-taking. Critical 

voices highlight a number of contradictory elements that reflect the assumptions and 

narrowness of definitions around the participants and their motivations. Nature sports 

herald from a variety of backgrounds. While in recent years some nature sports might be 

competitive for some participants, nature sports are different from traditional sports as 

they are not exclusively competitive and thus not constrained by predetermined rules, 

regulations and boundaries. For the most part nature sports involve a relationship with 

the natural environment with subcultural aspects. Despite these critical voices, the risk 

emphasis has had a profound influence on the design and provision of learning 

experiences in nature sports.  

Learning in nature sports 

Reflecting the traditional, yet criticised, focus on risk designers and facilitators of 

learning experiences in nature sports typically assume that participants focus on thrills 

and risk, possibly reflecting the facilitators’ own motivation for participation. 



Consequently, risk management has been emphasised and other potential outcomes 

ignored (Muller & Cleaver, 2000). This risk focus may reflect an increasingly litigious 

culture and adds to the perceived pressures from the participants. Initial research and 

social perception, supported by media and product marketing, has identified and 

perpetuated the association with risk and risk taking. This infatuation with risk has 

logically led to, and implicitly justified, a focus on the technical management of risk. 

Consequently, and justifiably from the risk perspective, training for nature sports 

facilitators has both explicitly and tacitly prioritised technical risk management above 

the skills of facilitation. As an example, sixty percent of syllabus content for mountain 

leader training in the UK relates directly to technical risk management (Collins, Carson, 

Amos & Collins, 2017) with less than twenty percent addressing the facilitation 

(leadership) of the experience. Equally, one of the most often utilised texts for 

developing leading and facilitating skills in an outdoor education context focuses on 

risk and risk management (Priest & Gass, 2005).   

Reflecting the explicit risk management content of facilitator training a second, less 

obvious, aspect of learning design and facilitation has been an emphasis on the task 

aspects of nature sports. Implicitly, the performance of the activity is also an aspect of 

risk management. Notably, the teaching of facilitation skills, especially for novice 

facilitators, focuses on how to teach task and technical skills in a highly formulaic and 

rigid manner (e.g. www.britishcanoeing.org.uk/courses/level-1-certificate-in-coaching-

paddlesport/#course-content).  

A risk focused emphasis has even led to calls to ban certain activities in some places 

(Brymer and Schweitzer, 2017b; Gauthier, 2009; Mei-Dan, 2013; Monasterio & Mei-

Dan, 2008) and to restrict certain activities from formal learning experiences (Allman & 

Goldenberg, 2012).  In the US, National Parks have banned BASE jumping, and 



institutions such as Pennsylvania State University have banned some nature sport clubs 

arguing that they are too risky (see, www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-us-canada-43899183). 

One unfortunate consequence of these bans is that participants of certain sports are left 

with few places or ways to participate unless they undertake their activity illegally 

(Allman & Goldenberg. 2012). The bans themselves might be contributing to the 

notions of sub-cultures, possibly causing accidents and even deaths, which in turn leads 

to the perspective that nature sports are dangerous and risk focused.  

Contemporary research is now identifying a broad and more nuanced range of possible 

motivations and outcomes ( Asfeldt & Hvenegaard 2013;  Kerr & Houge Mackenzie, 

2012;  Stott, Allison, Felter & Beames 2015; Woodman et al., 2010;, Ryan et al., 2010). 

In recent years scholars focusing on understanding learning design and facilitation in 

nature sports have pointed out that while the risk based focus might be appropriate in a 

learning context for some people some of the time, the need to manage risk in order to 

optimise the experience for risk seekers and takers is no longer a primary factor. For 

example, even though the training of mountain leaders is predominantly based on 

technical risk management, qualified mountain leaders in the UK valued decision 

making as an aspect of leadership equally to the technical skills associated with risk 

management (Collins, Carson, Amos & Collins, 2017). Instead, the design and 

facilitation of nature sports experiences has been described as a risk versus benefit 

balance (Collins & Collins, 2013). From this perspective the poor comprehension of the 

benefit of a given course of action to the participant has been shown to skew crucial 

decisions in the learning context. Collins and Collins (2013) argued that perception and 

management of hazards and the associated risk is highly refined in nature sport 

facilitators. However, the imbalance between the comprehension of risk and the 

potential benefits of certain activities and actions in the learning context has contributed 



to a heuristic bias. In turn, this bias has negatively impacted on the decision making 

processes that drive the management of learning design and facilitation in nature sports. 

This does not mean that risk management should be overlooked, instead it should be 

one part of a broader requirement for those designing and facilitating learning 

experiences as an aspect of risk and benefit decisions. The broader requirement should 

not only reflect the critical perspectives of the different types of nature sports 

highlighted above but also, and perhaps most importantly, the lived experience of nature 

sport participants.  

Participant experiences in nature sports: an overview 

Nature sports are varied and diverse (Asfeldt & Hvenegaard, 2013; Brymer & Gray, 

2009; Kerr & Mackenzie, 2012; Sibthorp et al., 2007; Stott, Zaitseva, & Cui, 2012) but 

the image of the adrenaline junky lingers in the minds of researchers and the general 

public (Barlow, Woodman, & Hardy, 2013, Frühauf, Hardy, Pfostl, Hoellen & Kopp, 

2017). One reason that popular imagination and theoretical explanations have 

emphasised the risk and risk-taking perspective, at the expense of comprehending the 

benefits, is that conceptual definitions have stemmed from non-participant perspectives 

and from testing theories developed for unrelated contexts. For the most part participant 

experiences have been ignored (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2017a). The lack of shared 

definitions, classifications or understanding among participants, activity facilitators and 

researchers has led to convoluted discourse. Consequently, discourse linking nature 

sports to the design and facilitation of learning experiences is both confusing and 

contradictory.  

This oversimplification is challenged by many authors ( Asfeldt & Hvenegaard 2013; 

Kerr & Houge Mackenzie, 2012; Stott, Allison, Felter & Beames 2015;) who offer 



nuanced and contemporary perspectives on participation based on the lived experience 

of participants. For example, Kerr and Mackenzie (2012) present a multidimensional 

perspective which includes ‘pleasurable kinaesthetic bodily sensations from moving in 

water or air’ (p 656). Additionally, Brymer and Gray’s (2009) study of veteran extreme 

sport participants suggests that rather than trying to conquer the environment, 

participants describe profound engagement and connection with place, people and 

environment. A growing literature  has also made links between nature sports 

participation and health and wellbeing, conservation, personal development and 

sustainability motivations. Nature sports have been linked with enhanced communitas 

amongst participants (e.g. Sharpe 2005; Celsi, 1992), opportunities to develop courage 

and humility (Brymer & Oades, 2009, freedom to explore fundamental human values 

(Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013), transformational benefits (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013) 

and profound relationships with nature and other participants (Frühauf , Hardy, Pfoestl,  

Hoellen & Kopp, 2017).   

While individuals seem to seek a variety of seemingly, disparate experiences from their 

participation in nature sports, we can draw out key common ingredients across different 

iterations of nature sports. These commonalities can help to refine the conceptual 

understanding of these activities and provide guidance for those designing and 

facilitating learning experiences. A participant centred perspective that takes into 

account a variety of sports undertaken in natural environments suggest that nature sports 

encompass a number of ingredients: (1) opportunities to connect with and feel part of 

nature (which often facilitates desires to protect or give back to nature), (2) 

opportunities to explore human potential, creativity and meaning, (3) opportunities to 

collaborate and develop communitas, (4) opportunities to explore mastery and 

development and (5) opportunities to experience enhanced health and well-being. We 



use the analogy of ingredients deliberately as these can be varied to make a range of 

experiences.   

From a learning perspective these ingredients suggest several key notions. Across all 

types of sports undertaken in natural environments the notion of sporting fields, risk, 

rules and competition are secondary. Instead, participants emphasise the experience, 

connection and well-being outcomes. From this perspective, learning facilitation and 

design needs to provide opportunities for participants to relate to the natural world, to 

explore human potential and relate effectively with others and the specific nature sport 

culture. The unconstrained environment is an important part of the learning experience. 

Rather than seeing this as an element to manage, learning designers could exploit this as 

the unmanaged environment obliges the participant to learn to adapt in order to interact 

with that environment in a manner that enables the participant to reach their objectives.  

The lack of rules and regulations predetermined by a governing body or association also 

means that performance is most often determined by collaboration with peers and 

cultural perspectives that stem from within the grassroots of nature sports. This seems to 

also encourage evolution, creativity and adaptability while placing equal value on 

skilful performance and exploration of the potential for a given activity (Immonen et al 

2017). Nature sports from this perspective have been identified as ideal mediums for the 

development of subsidiary aspects such as health, community development and even 

peace. The nature of the individual’s interaction with the physical and social 

environment reflects the individual’s motivation to participate in the activity. From this 

perspective the learning designer must appreciate that a single size approach does not 

and cannot fit all participants. 

In summary, traditionally there has been a lack of clarity about what defines a nature 

sport centred around five main issues. Firstly, activities requiring high levels of self-



knowledge, personal skills, training, commitment, environmental knowledge and task 

knowledge are assumed to be in the same category as activities that require no previous 

experience or knowledge of the activity or environment. Secondly, the wide range of 

motives for participation, such as connection with nature, relieving boredom, pushing 

personal boundaries, overcoming fear, social relationships, pleasurable kinaesthetic 

bodily sensations, control, mastery and skill, enhancing well-being and goal 

achievement has been ignored in favour of a risk perspective. Thirdly, sports differ in 

terms of activity duration and intensity leading to different interaction effects on 

behaviour. Fourthly, there is an erroneous assumption that nature sports are 

synonymous with youth sports or sub-cultures; in fact, participants represent a broad 

demographic (Frühauf , Hardy, Pfoestl,  Hoellen & Kopp, 2017). Finally, a close look at 

the history and growth  of each sport suggest that rather than being a homogenous 

group, each has its own unique history, development pattern and focus (Frühauf, Hardy, 

Pfoestl,  Hoellen & Kopp, 2017). A more nuanced understanding of these activities 

based on the lived experience of participants provides a richer description of nature 

sports to guide the design and facilitation of learning experiences. By extension, this 

will enable facilitators to better meet participant needs and improve the quality of 

provision.  

Facilitating learning in Nature Sports? 

Ewert, Gilbertson, Luo and Voight (2013) suggested that it is incumbent upon 

adventure recreation providers to offer a range of adventure activities that allow for a 

complex and diverse set of motivational factors beyond just challenge and risk taking. 

This advice seems to be relevant for nature sports more broadly. Clearly, this may be 

achieved by offering a full range of potential experiences to clients via carefully 

designed programs or experiences. Effective facilitation in nature sports might also 



require a design that contains all ingredients in one activity or experience depending on 

individual requirements in the group. As such, learning designers and facilitators need 

to be capable of providing a variety of programs and experiences within each program 

that will help each learner develop in a manner that suits their needs. From this latter 

perspective, adaptable and flexible learning designers and facilitators are required. 

Delivery should be refined by facilitators skilled in meeting the diverse needs and 

motivations of participants.  

A one-size-fits-all approach to facilitation and learning design that focuses on managing 

risk or assumes that participants take part for thrills and excitement is too simplistic 

(Brymer & Renshaw, 2010). For example, an emphasis on task relevant characteristics 

of nature sports, such as teaching new participants how to manage risks or how to 

undertake and implement particular technical skills, might be appropriate for some 

people some of the time but may fail to capitalise on opportunities for immersion or 

personal development for others. A one-size-fits all approach that assumes participants 

are a homogenous group of risk-takers from a single background can potentially result 

in the creation of barriers to learning for many potential participants (Brymer & Davids, 

2012 Brymer & Renshaw,2010; Brymer 2010). Instead, the facilitator needs to develop 

adaptability and flexibility underpinned by nuanced judgement and decision making 

processes (Collins & Collins, 2015a, 2016) that are dependent on an awareness of 

individual differences, situational demands (e.g. physical environment, the participants 

emotional state) (Collins & Collins, 2015b; 2016; Aaland, Vikene, Varley & Moe, 

2017), and the culture associated with participation in the activity.  

The participant’s relationship with the physical environment is central to the nature 

sport experience. Notions of immersion in nature, valuing nature, spirituality, and nature 

facilitating opportunities for identity development sit alongside desires to conserve and 



protect nature. Exploiting this relationship requires a recognition of it and the provision 

of opportunities for participants to realise multifaceted outcomes. Participants and 

facilitators need to understand salient aspects of the specific performance environment 

well enough to effectively achieve seemingly disparate goals such as recreation and 

health, for instance. The facilitator might need to design learning experiences that 

provide opportunities for interactions with environments that facilitate multi-goals 

within one group. The capacity to recognise individual characteristics, personal goals 

and opportunities within environments that facilitate those opportunities is important.     

Research focusing on cultural intelligence (CI) highlights its significance as a factor in 

effective leadership and coaching. It appears logical that the facilitator of nature sports 

experiences would need a cultural sensitivity that reflects the individual participant, the 

group and the particular nature sport. Consideration of such influences appears pertinent 

given the culture within nature sports to place a value on seeking out latent potential 

(e.g., Wiersma, 2014; Ewert, Gilbertson, Luo & Voight, 2013; Zelenswki & Nisbet, 

2012, Frühauf, Hardy, Pfoestl, Gollen & Kopp, 2017; Hollett, 2017). Given such 

diversity and  the limitations of a single approach  (Collins, Wilmot and Collins,2016), 

identification of the need for an equally diverse range of approaches to facilitation 

seems apt. The need for cultural sensitivity and alignment is demonstrated by Objala 

and Thorpe (2015) who identified that some nature sports participants reject formal 

highly structured facilitation. While it would be an oversimplification to say all 

participants reject formal approaches to the design and facilitation of learning (Collins, 

Wilmot, & Collins 2016), this does support a need for breadth and range in facilitation 

skills. 

Demonstrating cultural sensitivity that reflects the etiquette and norms of a particular 

nature sport culture appears imperative. For instance, participants of nature sports are 



increasingly being shown to integrate reflection into their practice as a way of learning 

(Frühauf A Hardy, Pfoestl, Gollen & Kopp, 2017; Hollett, 2017). Other studies have 

identified informal collaborative developmental processes in action sports (Hollett 

2017). Such informal collaborative interaction is also observable in adventure sports. 

Collaboration and reflection within a community of practice appears to exploit a social 

aspect to nature sports that many authors have identified (Wiersma, 2014; Ewert, 

Gilbertson, Luo & Voight, 2013; Zelenswki & Nisbet, 2012, Frühauf, Hardy, Pfoestl, 

Gollen & Kopp, 2017; Hollet, 2017). Within these groups social media and technology 

forms part of informal facilitation and development (Stozowski & Collins, 2012; 

Hollett, 2017). It seems logical that an effective facilitator of nature sports experiences 

will utilise teaching approaches that draw on the reflective and collaborative aspects 

that are inherent in the culture of these sports.  

Arguably, the most important facilitators are those that introduce nature sports to 

relative novices. Often this is done by the least experienced facilitators who rely on 

certified training courses to gain qualifications that allow them to work with groups and 

individuals. If these courses provide a one-size-fits all approach based on a risk-taking 

perspective, then naïve soon-to-be facilitators will most likely follow the same route and 

perpetuate a risk-centric single approach. Courses that focus on teaching facilitators 

how to help others acquire technical skills or manage risk are in danger of assuming that 

nature sports participants are a homogenous group intent on risk and risk-taking. 

Instead, courses that aim to provide learning for facilitators need to focus on providing 

experiences and environments that develop a well-rounded, adaptable workforce 

capable of interpreting environmental information and individual requirements in a 

manner that encourages a relationship between the learner and the environment. Such 

highly individualised approaches place the participant at the centre of the process. Such 



approaches are, however, time consuming and dependant on facilitators that 

demonstrate a reflective and metacognitive capacity in addition to technical skills 

(Collins, Carson, & Collins, 2016). 

Such an approach may have several advantages for the designer, facilitator, and 

participant. Firstly, the facilitator would be capable of working to deliver a greater range 

of nature sports experiences. Secondly, a more diverse range of participants can 

therefore have nature sports experiences. Thirdly, aspects of such training can be 

designed across several activities,    and as such, reduce training repetition across the 

industry. Fourthly, there would be an improvement in effectiveness and quality of 

provision. 

From this perspective, those studying how best to develop new facilitators might be 

interested in exploring concepts such as what type of environmental information is 

relevant for what type of person with what type of goals. Equally, researchers might be 

interested in exploring how facilitators help learners identify environmental and cultural 

information.  

Clearly, evaluation of the facilitator’s capacity to fulfil this new diverse and complex 

role poses some challenges to the designer and facilitator of learning experiences. As 

highlighted earlier, assessment of a nature sports facilitator has prioritised and focused 

on technical skills to manage security. Such assessment can be competency based 

because the technical skills to assure safety are absolute (black and white), and we 

would not disagree. Our argument is that the facilitator’s role must be beyond just risk 

management if the full range of participant motivations are to be met and that the 

assessment of potential leaders should reflect the expertise required (see, Collins, 

Burke, Martindale & Cruickshank, 2015). A mixed assessment, in which competencies 



and expertise are evaluated seems more appropriate. Sophisticated roles that require 

judgment skills would represent a greater proportion of an expertise evaluation.  

Conclusion 

Nature sports are a broad  array of activities that have historically been associated with 

risk. Research  increasingly recognizes that participants are not driven by risk alone but 

via a range of sophisticated and nuanced factors. In the past, the training of facilitators 

of nature sport clearly reflected the emphasis on risk and the demands and perceptions 

of the activity. In this paper we argue that the comprehension of nature sports has 

developed and as a result there is a recognition that the nature sports facilitators’ role 

requires a broad range of skills beyond the technical aspects of the activity. .The 

requirements, training and assessment of the nature sports facilitators should reflect a 

broader set of practical skills and leadership needs. These processes and outcomes, in 

turn, require adaptable and flexible facilitators, as ‘adaptive’ experts (Hatano & Inagaki, 

1986; Tozer, Fazey & Fazey, 1996) with the skills and breadth of focus to respond to 

the highly diverse demands of participants.  
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