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Abstract 

This thesis provides an in-depth study o f the w o r l d o f skyd iv ing . Part icular attention is 

g iven to the experiences o f becoming and being a skydiver in order to investigate the 

norms, values and behaviour that t yp i f y the social w o r l d o f skyd iv ing f r o m the inside. 

Th is qual i tat ive invest igat ion draws on data generated by conduct ing fieldwork together 

w i t h a number o f in-depth in terv iews and describes the sequence o f changes that t yp ica l l y 

occur in a skyd iver 'ร mora l career. B y focusing attent ion on the social and mora l 

experiences i nvo l ved in becoming a skydiver I reveal h o w the neophyte undergoes a 

gradual process o f impor tant transit ions before becoming a l icensed skydiver. Th is 

developmental approach ident i f ies and analyses how ind iv idua l conceptions and 

experiences o f skyd i v ing change as the neophyte is gradual ly immersed w i t h i n the 

skyd iv ing commun i t y . The inqu i r y considers the s igni f icant changes that occur in the 

ways that nov ice and experienced skydivers account for their par t ic ipat ion before 

contrast ing their perceptions o f fear and risk. B y descr ib ing the gradual process o f 

social isat ion that occurs I also examine how enter ing th is social w o r l d offers the 

neophyte a chance to construct a desirable social ident i ty . B y invest igat ing the complex 

stages and social procedures that take the complete neophyte to be ing a l icensed skydiver 

this research looks beyond the immediacy o f exci tement and analyses the sh i f t ing 

mot ivat ions, behaviours and experiences o f those w i t h i n the skyd iv ing commun i ty . 
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1 

Introduction 

1.1 The Bird Man 

D u r i n g the early morn ing hours o f the Յ Ր ՛ o f Ju ly 2003 the Aust r ian skydiver Fe l ix 

Baumgartner started to prepare h imse l f for at tempt ing the f irst unassisted flight across the 

Eng l ish Channel. B y 3am, Fe l ix had begun his j ou rney to Lou is B lér io t A i rpo r t , 

appropr iately named after the first person to successful ly cross the Eng l ish Channel i n an 

aeroplane. Fe l ix considers the French aviator Lou is B lér io t to be his predecessor. L i k e 

Lou is ' s record-breaking success i n 1909, Fe l ix was also at tempt ing to conquer the 

Engl ish Channel and insisted on start ing his challenge from the same a i r f ie ld . U n l i k e 

B lér io t , however, Baumgartner p lanned to achieve the unth inkable: to fly above the 

clouds l ike a m o d e m day superman and reach speeds o f up to 220 mi les an hour before 

mak ing a safe landing i n another country. Rather than being enclosed w i t h i n an aircraft , 

a l l Baumgar tner had to re ly on was his aerodynamic j umpsu i t , a 1.8 meter carbon w i n g 

strapped to his back, an oxygen tank to breath and a parachute to make a safe landing. 

A f t e r rigorously prepar ing h imse l f for over three years, the ant ic ipat ion is almost over. 

The numerous delays that occurred dur ing this t ime ensured that his preparat ion had been 

ext remely met iculous. Each passing minute brought h i m closer to test ing and chal lenging 

both h imse l f and his equipment b y j u m p i n g out o f a plane 30,000f t above Dover and 

l i tera l ly flying for 22 mi les to Cap Blanc-Nes near Calais, where his support team, 

g i r l f r i end , emergency services and over 30 journal is ts w o u l d be awai t ing his arr ival . 



The condi t ions for such a dramatic venture needed to be perfect. Fortunately the 

meteorologists reported ideal weather condi t ions and Baumgar tner 'ร team together w i t h 

over 40 journal is ts were wa i t i ng for h i m to arr ive at the airport . A f t e r repeatedly be ing 

questioned b y the journal is ts he in forms them that he is too focused to even k n o w i f he 

feels nervous. The plane takes o f f at 5.10am and Fel ix menta l ly prepares h imse l f dur ing 

the short flight to the drop o f f zone above the c l i f f s o f Dover . The countdown has begun, 

and in a few minutes everyone w i l l f i na l l y k n o w i f the d i f f i cu l t construct ion w o r k on his 

' w i n g s ' and the overal l preparat ion have been thorough enough. Fe l ix h imsel f , however , 

is in no doubt. H e is ext remely conf ident in his equipment and his o w n abi l i ty . 

The plane is n o w approaching the drop o f f zone. O n l y a couple o f minutes to go before 

he dives in to the clouds be low to start his record-breaking chal lenge. Suddenly, on l y 30 

seconds before he was p lann ing to j u m p out o f the plane, his cameraman collapses and is 

l y i ng mot ionless on the floor o f the aircraft. H e had temporar i l y taken the oxygen 

breathing tube out o f his mou th in order to get a replacement part for his camera, situated 

in the a i rcraf t 's ho ld . Even though he on ly took the oxygen tube out for a few seconds, 

pe r fo rm ing such a manoeuvre at 30,000f t i n a cab in that is no t pressurised turned out not 

to be such good idea. Baumgartner 'ร team immed ia te ly p rov ided h i m w i t h oxygen and 

the cameraman regains consciousness. Despi te this unexpected event, Fe l i x tries not to 

break his concentrat ion. He had no choice but to remain focused. He needed to keep to 

his schedule and despite such events he j u m p e d at exact ly the right moment : 



A push, a step, and I 'm fa l l ing . Then a loud roar. A n d more than anyth ing else: 

the incredible co ld . A f t e r the first m inu te , I lose the feel ing in m y fingers, m y 

l ips are st i f f , I have a hard t ime speaking on m y radio because m y l ips are so 

numb. B u t i t ' s a magni f icent feel ing. I no longer feel the fa l l i ng . I jus t feel the 

flying. L i k e a b i rd . I t ' s the best th ing I 've ever felt. 

(Fel ix Baumgartner c i ted in redbul lusa.com) 

Fe l ix c la imed that the h igh levels o f concentrat ion required for his flight over the channel 

resulted in h i m los ing al l track o f t ime. It was on l y when he finally saw the l ights f r o m 

France be low that he knew he had almost accompl ished his latest challenge. A t lOOOñ 

Fe l ix pu l led his rip cord in order to dep loy his parachute. Events suddenly took an 

unexpected and dramatic turn. A l t h o u g h the parachute had successful ly deployed above 

h i m , his feet were now caught up and entangled i n the l ines o f the parachute. Less than 

lOOOft and Fe l ix is upside down , rap id ly approaching the ground be low. Fe l ix had one o f 

two opt ions. Ei ther to make an emergency water landing and therefore fa i l to achieve his 

record attempt or, and this was probably the on l y opt ion Fe l ix was w i l l i n g to consider, to 

care fu l ly cut through the l ines, hope fu l l y d isentangl ing his feet, and successful ly 

comple t ing the chal lenge. Fe l ix immedia te ly retr ieved a hook k n i f e ' from his j u m p suit. 

A f t e r a few na i l b i t i ng seconds he had successful ly cut through the lines that entangled 

his legs and the p rob lem was solved. The emergency services w o u l d not be required after 

a l l . Fe l i x makes a safe landing to rapturous applause. Fe l i x reached speeds o f up to 

A hook knife is a small knife with a protected blade used by skydivers for dealing with 
situations such as entanglements. 



220mph dur ing his flight and the entire crossing lasted rough ly 14 minutes. 14 minutes o f 

being to ta l ly alone, comple te ly at the mercy o f bo th his equipment and sk i l ls , before 

hav ing to deal w i t h a l i fe threatening si tuat ion b y himsel f . A n y mistake could have 

clear ly had fatal consequences. 

The condi t ions and circumstances that Fe l ix strives and l ives for are precisely the k i nd o f 

fateful circumstances that most people desperately t r y to avo id (Gof f rnan 1969). Bu t 

Fe l ix is not alone. A l t hough this record-breaking chal lenge deserved a l l the media 

attent ion i t received, thousands o f other people i n the Un i ted K i n g d o m are also attracted 

to j u m p i n g out o f planes i n their spare t ime. M a n y ind iv idua ls w h o have never been 

subjected to media attent ion also enjoy the numerous challenges that skyd iv ing provides, 

the focused concentrat ion required for pushing themselves to the edge o f their ab i l i t y 

together w i t h the sense o f f reedom that accompanies the experience o f free fa l l . A s 

skyd iv ing is on l y a re la t ive ly new spor t 2 , ind iv iduals such as Fe l ix Baumgartner w i l l 

constant ly be expanding the boundaries o f skyd iv ing and creat ing new, improved and 

exc i t ing innovat ions. Such innovat ions, such as the invent ion o f the square or ' ram air ' 

parachute w h i c h has now largely replaced the t radi t ional round or ' d rag ' parachute, w i l l 

eventual ly f i l ter d o w n and become part o f the everyday, fami l ia r equipment bought and 

used b y skydivers. A l t hough the over w h e l m i n g ma jo r i t y o f skydivers are not necessarily 

exp lo r ing the technologica l , psychologica l and phys io log ica l boundaries o f skyd iv ing i n 

the same w a y as Fe l ix Baumgartner, such enthusiasts s t i l l c l a im that skyd i v ing provides 

2 In 1912 Albert Berry made the first parachute jump from an aircraft over Kinnoch Field, Ohio. 

However, the first jump wi th a manually operated parachute did not occur for another seven 

years. On the 28出 o f Apr i l 1919 Leslie Irvin secured his place in the record books by successfully 

free fal l ing before opening his canopy. The canopy deployed perfectly although he did sustain a 

broken ankle from an awKward landing. 



them w i t h a 'magn i f i cent fee l ing ' that is hard to put into words. L i ke Fe l ix Baumgartner, 

skydivers also risk hav ing their legs or arms caught up i n the parachute l ines together 

w i t h a who le range o f other l i fe threatening contingencies that cou ld occur dur ing each 

descent. Despite warn ings f r o m cl in ic ians and researchers ( A m a m i l o , Samuel , Hesketh 

and Moun ihan 1987; Dav ison 1990; Lee, W i l l i a m s and Hadden 1999; Strai ton and 

Sterland 1986) o f the dangers invo lved , skyd iv ing is increasing in popular i ty . F rom their 

humble beginnings i n 1962, the Br i t i sh Parachute Associat ion now has over 30,000 

members w i t h rough ly 35 af f i l ia ted parachute clubs throughout the county. Even outside 

the Un i ted K i n g d o m , skyd i v ing is more popular than ever. A l t h o u g h parachut ing was not 

recognised as an aeronautical sport un t i l the 1950'ร (see Donaldson 2000) i t n o w forms 

the largest in ternat ional ly represented aeronautical sport w i t h i n the Federat ion 

Aéronaut ique Internat ionale ( F A I ) . 

1.2 The Research 

This empir ica l invest igat ion researches the rout ine act ivi t ies that take place at one B P A 

af f i l ia ted parachute centre i n the Un i ted K i n g d o m . It focuses on skydivers who are not 

engaged i n extraordinary events such as j u m p i n g f r o m 30,000ft , us ing oxygen or j u m p i n g 

w i t h the assistance o f 6 f t w ings strapped to their back. A l t h o u g h none o f the part ic ipants 

i n this study sought or bel ieved they warranted any f o rm o f media attention^, the pursui t 

o f skyd iv ing does deserve the attention i t has been g iven b y sociologists interested in 

exp lo r ing an interest ing contradict ion. A s L y n g (1990) has po in ted out, there is a 

contradic t ion between the pub l ic agenda o f risk reduct ion on the one hand, and the 

During this research the skydiving community did receive a considerable amount of media 
coverage due to the death of Stephen Hilder. The effect this suspicious incident had on skydivers 
is discussed in chapter 7. 



wi l l ingness o f some ind iv iduals to act ively seek out h igh-r isk act iv i t ies on the other, 

b ideed, one o f the aims o f this thesis is to reveal whether these t w o features should be 

seen as contradictory. The qual i tat ive invest igat ion o f this quest ion has invo lved 

in te rv iew ing and observ ing a number o f experienced in formants w h o are extremely 

dedicated and commi t ted to the w o r l d o f skyd iv ing alongside an invest igat ion o f the 

attitudes and experiences o f novice students in order to reveal h o w ind iv idua l conceptions 

o f skyd iv ing gradual ly change as รณdents become immersed w i t h i n the skyd iv ing 

commun i t y . 

The t i t le o f this thesis emphasises h o w learning to skydive invo lves 'd ropp ing out ' and 

' d i v i n g i n to ' a new social w o r l d . I n this context , ' d ropp ing ou t ' is used to draw attent ion 

to the contrast ing attitudes o f those w i t h i n , w i t h those outside the skyd iv ing commun i ty . 

Wh i l s t Re i th states that ind iv iduals w h o seem to purposefu l ly threaten the i r o w n personal 

safety are of ten ' regarded as the height o f i r responsib i l i ty ' (2005: 230) and general ly 

thought to be i nvo l ved i n either 'excessive' or ' abnorma l ' behaviour , skydivers have a 

d i f ferent v i ew o f their o w n management o f risk. Rather than risk as be ing a p rob lem to be 

avoided, skydivers conf ident ly embraced risk and bel ieved it to be a posi t ive rather than a 

negat ive aspect o f the sport. ' D i v i n g I n ' refers to how ind iv idua ls ' d i ve i n ' to a new and 

comple te ly un fami l ia r social w o r l d o f shared experiences and technical language. A s I 

w i l l suggest, the complete neophyte undergoes a gradual process o f social isat ion and 

del iberately internalises the skyd iv ing ethos. Rather than being a strange and un fami l ia r 

env i ronment , many experienced in formants c la imed the drop zone was almost l ike a 

second home, a place where they cou ld socialise and skyd ive w i t h other l i ke minded 



ind iv iduals . Internal is ing the skyd iv ing ethos therefore a l lowed indiv iduals to 

di f ferent iate themselves f r o m those outside the skyd iv ing commun i t y , create a sense o f 

be long ing and of fered the chance to construct a new 'desi rable ' ident i ty as a skydiver. 

The t i t le also refers to the trajectory that takes the complete neophyte to be ing a 

competent skydiver. A l l the novice interviewees in this research enrol led on a Ram A i r 

Progression System Static L ine Course. Th is course instructs students how to c l imb out 

on a short 's tep ' attached to the aircraft wh i l s t ho ld ing on to the w i n g strut. When their 

instructor shouts ' G o ' , the student lets go o f the w i n g strut and l i tera l ly drops from the 

aeroplane. Nevertheless, as the student becomes more competent in their level o f ab i l i ty , 

their technique for ex i t i ng the plane dramat ica l ly changes. Rather than precar iously 

ho ld ing on to the w i n g strut and caut iously c l imb ing out on to the 's tep ' , advanced 

students and skydivers ' d i v e ' head first out o f the plane. Those w h o exi t the plane b y 

' d i v i n g ' have successf i i l ly completed the various stages o f student progression and 

become competent skydivers as opposed to novice parachutists. The progressive stages 

and social processes invo lved in becoming and being a skydiver w i l l be explored 

t føoughout the thesis. 

1.3 Organisation of the Thesis 

The f o l l o w i n g chapters prov ide an in-depth study o f the social w o r l d o f skyd iv ing . 

Chapter 2 situates the research b y p rov id ing a detai led conceptual rev iew. Th is chapter 

explains how risk has been conceptual ised w i t h i n social theory, and part icular attention is 

g iven to the w o r k o f Beck and Giddens, the two ma in advocates o f the ' r i sk society ' 



thesis (Lup ton 1999b). A l t h o u g h their w o r k has been extremely in f luent ia l , some cr i t ics 

have quest ioned whether the importance o f risk is overemphasised i n people 's every day 

l ives (E l l io t t 2002). Cr i t ics have also pointed out how speculations about the ' r i sk 

society ' are advanced w i thou t grounding their theories i n the actual processes o f 

everyday l i fe (A lexander 1996). What becomes apparent in the discussion o f the ' r isk 

society ' theorists together w i t h those w h o are cr i t ica l o f such 'sweeping general isat ions' 

( Lup ton and TuUoch 2002: 319) is that a thorough analysis o f vo lun tary risk tak ing is 

general ly absent from the overal l debate. Since h igh- r isk act iv i t ies have the potent ial to 

increase our understanding o f how ind iv iduals v i ew and understand r isk (Ferrel l et al. 

2002) in a society that is supposedly obsessed b y r isk, (Boyne 2003) this oversight is both 

remarkable and ՏԱՓՈՏ1Ո§. The most notable except ion to th is omiss ion can be found in 

L y n g ' ร research on 'Edgework ' . A s I demonstrate, L y n g ' ร w o r k has n o w encouraged an 

increasing number o f sociologists to investigate risk-taking in a var ie ty o f social contexts 

(see L y n g 2005) . F ina l l y I exp la in how tMs research takes an alternative approach to 

invest igat ing the social w o r l d o f the skyd iver and w h y I bel ieve a developmental 

approach can make an impor tant cont r ibut ion to the ex is t ing l i terature. 

Chapter 3 jus t i f ies and explains the methods used dur ing the research. In order to analyse 

the behaviours, mot ivat ions and experiences o f bo th novice and experienced skydivers 

the p r imary sources o f data consist o f i n depth semi-structured interv iews and 

ethnographic observat ion. Th is chapter h igh l ights the in i t ia l advantages and 

disadvantages o f adopt ing these methods for conduct ing research. I also address 

part icular theoret ical and pract ical issues and ref lect on var ious methodo log ica l d i lemmas 



that occurred dur ing the research. B y focus ing on the overal l research process, I exp la in 

the part icular techniques employed i n order to gain trust and bu i l t rapport w i t h 

in formants, the d i l emma I faced when ' c o m i n g ou t ' and becoming an overt as opposed to 

a covert researcher as w e l l as comment ing on the overa l l in terv iew process. The chapter 

concludes b y descr ib ing the induct ive approach I adopted to analyse the data and h o w 

and w h y I decided to use the computer sof tware package N V i v o to faci l i tate the process 

o f analysing the data. 

Chapter 4 introduces the f i e ldwork and examines the organisat ion o f social space at the 

parachute centre where I carr ied out the research. Here I describe the ma in areas o f social 

ac t iv i ty at the drop zone and expla in the part icular areas that are st r ic t ly restr icted to 

those w i t h either prov is ional or fu l l membership to the Br i t i sh Parachute Associat ion. 

Th is chapter also provides detai led explanations o f the var ious opt ions avai lable to the 

complete neophyte interested i n tak ing up the sport. I discuss the impor tant di f ferences 

between s ign ing up for a tandem j u m p as opposed to either the R a m A i r Progression 

System (RAPS) and the 'fast t rack ' approach to becoming a skydiver , the Accelerated 

Free Fa l l ( A F F ) course. Th is chapter also describes the type o f aircrafts used at the centre 

and reflects on m y overa l l impressions o f this part icular drop zone. 

Chapter 5 documents the complex stages and social processes the neophyte goes through 

before becoming a l icensed skydiver. D r a w i n g on data from m y f i e l dwork and interv iews 

this chapter focuses on the social and mora l experiences invo lved w i t h becoming a 

skydiver. G o f f m a n ' ร (1961) analyt ical concept o f 'mora l career' is used to discuss the 



students changing att itudes, perceptions and abi l i t ies i n re lat ion to skyd iv ing . A s I 

demonstrate, the te rm mora l career is par t icu lar ly useful for h igh l i gh t i ng both the 

progressive stages and the social processes that the complete neophyte goes through 

before successful ly becoming a skydiver. Rather than at tempt ing to discover and reveal 

what mot ivates the part ic ipants 'h igh- r i sk ' personal i ty, this chapter suggests an 

alternative approach b y arguing that i t is precisely the gradual process o f transit ions that 

take the ind iv idua l f r o m being a รณdent parachutist to a competent skydiver that can be 

soc io log ica l ly reveal ing. 

Chapter 6 is p r imar i l y concerned w i t h invest igat ing the changing meanings that 

part ic ipants impute to r isk and reveals h o w such meanings relate to skyd iv ing related 

act iv i t ies. I present findings from m y data in order to show how ' r i s k y ' bo th novice and 

experienced part ic ipants bel ieve skyd i v ing to be, and also to i l lustrate h o w changing 

perceptions o f fear and r isk can be understood as ' tu rn ing po in ts ' i n the skyd iver 's mora l 

career. Th is chapter w i l l p rov ide a detai led descr ipt ion o f m y f i rst static l ine j u m p and 

accurately describe the var ious pract ical contingencies that can and do occur. I w i l l also 

ref lect on a number o f dangerous situations that bo th novice and experienced informants 

had personal ly experienced or d i rect ly observed wh i l s t at the drop zone. Rather than 

at tempt ing to draw a d is t inc t ion between rat ional and i r rat ional risk assessments, this 

chapter investigates the meanings that skydivers impute to risk. 

Chapter 7 suggests that becoming a skydiver invo lves far more than learning how to 

skydive. The f ind ings f r o m this chapter examine the var ious ways in w h i c h ident i ty is 

10 



del iberately forged by par t ic ipat ing in skyd iv ing . A s skyd iv ing is an act iv i ty that of fers 

clear stages o f progression, becoming a skydiver also of fers the poss ib i l i ty o f 

construct ing and enacting a new 'desi rable ' ident i ty, I describe the transit ions that occur 

to the neophyte as they gradual ly internal ise the skyd iv ing ethos. Indeed, the desire to 

achieve a new ident i ty makes an important cont r ibu t ion to understanding the sheer 

determinat ion o f students to progress through the numerous stages and rites o f passage 

that take the neophyte f r om be ing a 'dope on a rope ' to a successful and competent 

skydiver. However , as I suggest, the neophyte 'ร in i t ia l attempts at ident i ty construct ion 

are of ten problemat ic . Th is chapter also of fers a range o f examples from m y data to 

examine issues surrounding the importance o f trust and h o w a power fu l sense o f 

' commun i tas ' (Turner 1969) emerges between the regular skydivers. F ina l l y I consider 

h o w a h igh p ro f i l e skyd i v ing fa ta l i ty dramat ica l ly affected the skyd i v i ng commun i ty . N o t 

on l y does such an example h igh l igh t the strong bond that exists between skydivers, but 

th is fata l i ty also revealed aspects o f be ing a skydiver that are usual ly taken-for-granted b y 

those w i t h i n the skyd iv ing commun i t y . 

The ma in f ind ings o f this research are summarised and bought together in the conc lud ing 

chapter. The рцфозе o f this chapter is to prov ide an overv iew o f the arguments made in 

each findings chapter and to discuss the impl icat ions that this research has for 

understanding the social w o r l d o f skyd iv ing . Th is chapter also considers the l imi ta t ions 

o f the thesis and suggests construct ive recommendat ions for future research projects. A s 

the sustained attractions o f vo lun tar i l y tak ing risks may affect far more areas o f social l i fe 

than prev ious ly thought, future socio logical research may need look beyond obvious 
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areas o f inqu i ry . A s I suggest, i n order to determine whether the ski l ls and abi l i t ies 

i nvo l ved in vo luntary r isk tak ing are increasingly va lued b y ind iv idua ls in late m o d e m 

societies, ftiture researchers cou ld prov ide interest ing and ins ight f t i l data b y speci f ica l ly 

concentrat ing on unexpected areas o f social l i f e that have been largely ignored b y 

sociologists o f risk. 
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Conceptual Review 

2.1 Introduction 

Wi l l i am James (1897) argued that it is only by taking risks from one hour to the next 

that it is possible to experience l i fe. However, in recent decades this positive view o f 

risk has been replaced by the notion that any risk is by def ini t ion a problem (Füredi 

1999) and as an unwanted ґеаШге o f l i fe requiring avoidance where possible or 

control where unavoidable (Fox 1999). This chapter w i l l provide an overview o f this 

latter view o f risk and the role i t plays in contemporary l i fe. By focusing attention on 

the 'r isk society theorists' I w i l l demonstrate that although thinking in terms o f risk 

has become central to the way in which human agents and modem institutions 

organise the social wor ld , the analysis o f voluntary risk taking is generally absent 

f rom the debate. The theoretical considerations given to the current focus on risk 

avoidance clearly fails to account for the growing numbers o f individuals who 

actively seek experiences that could result in personal injury and even death. This 

paradox has been adequately highlighted by Celsi et al.: ' W h y do individuals who 

wear seat belts, obtain the best personal and property insurances, use condoms and 

seek safety and security in the work place' spend a considerable amount o f their free 

t ime ' r isking i t al l c l imbing granitic Є8сафтепЇ8, hang-gliding or fal l ing earthward at 

150 miles per hour in free-fal l ' (1993: 1). Considering the amount o f people who are 

attracted to taking risks on a voluntary basis, it is suφr is ing that the phenomenon has 

been largely ignored by sociologists. The most notable exception to sociology's 

omission has been provided by Lyng 'ร (1990) concept o f edgework and, as I shall 

explain, increasing theoretical attention is f inal ly being paid to voluntary risk taking 
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in a variety o f social contexts. This chapter w i l l seek to explain why voluntary risk 

taking deserves far 'more serious attention than it has hitherto been accorded' (Boyne 

2003: 118), as wel l as demonstrating why ftirther sociological research is required to 

explore the previously neglected social worlds o f the risk taker. Final ly I explain how 

and why this research adopts a different approach from previous sociological research 

relating to high risk sports and how I intend to make an important contribution to One 

o f the most l ively areas o f theoretical debate in social and cultural theory' (Lupton 

1999b: 1). 

2,2 The Concept of Risk 

The meaning o f the word ' r isk ' has dramatically changed since the term first began to 

be used (Luhmann 1993; Strydom 2002). Ewald argues that the notion o f risk 

original ly appeared during the Middle Ages and was used to describe the perils 

associated w i th marit ime expeditions: 'r isk designated the possibil ity o f an objective 

danger, an act o f God, a force majeure, a tempest or other peri l o f the sea that could 

not be imputed to wrongful conduct' (1993: 226). In this era risk was a term largely 

applied to паШгаІ events such as earthquakes or floods and so excluded consideration 

o f human responsibility. Risk was considered to be a natural occurring (as opposed to 

a human made) event, and although people could attempt to calculate risks they could 

not be totally controlled or avoided. The idea o f fate being l inked to the w i l l o f God 

was strongly associated w i th the term risk (Lupton and Tul loch 2002a). However, 

various commentators have argued that by the nineteenth century the notion o f fate 

was replaced w i th human responsibility (Beck 1992; Castel 1991; Ewald 1993; 

Giddens 1990). By the nineteenth century the notion o f risk was no longer applied 

only to паШгаІ phenomenon or acts o f God but was 'also in human beings, in their 
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conduct, in their l iberty, in the relations between them, in the fact o f their association, 

in society' (Ewald 1993: 226). Contingencies and uncertainties were increasingly 

viewed f rom a different perspective. The modernist conception o f risk assumed that 

unforeseen consequences were the responsibility o f human decisions and actions as 

opposed to expressing the secret meanings o f nature or God (Giddens 1990). 

Modernist conceptions o f risk also іпсофогаЇЄ(і the idea that risks could either be 

'good ' or 'bad ' (Ewald 1991; Douglas 1992). According to Fox, risk became 'a 

neutral term, concerned merely wi th probabilities, w i th losses and gains. A gamble or 

an endeavour that was associated wi th high risk meant simply that there was great 

potential for significant loss or significant reward' (1999: 12). Indeed, at various times 

risk taking has been characterised as something to be admired in individuals. 

However, in recent decades risk has been 'co-opted as a term reserved for a negative 

or undesirable outcome, and as such, is synonymous w i th the terms danger or hazarď 

(Fox 1999: 12, original emphasis). There is now a tendency to represent risk as 

something that should be avoided at all costs (Füredi 1999; Heimer 1988). 

2.3 The 'Risk Society' Thesis 

Much o f the academic literature on risk implies that individuals l iv ing in Mate 

modernity ' are l iv ing in fear, being continuously attacked by feelings o f anxiety and 

uncertainty about the risks they are exposed to in their everyday lives. The 'r isk 

society' theorists focus their analysis on processes such as individualization, 

ref lexivi ty and globalisation and are mainly concerned w i th how risk relates to the 

conditions o f late modernity. U l r ich Beck (1994, 1995, 1998) formulates a theory o f 

risk that is more detailed than other sociological approaches (see Adams 1995; 

Douglas and Wildesky 1982; Castell 1991; Luhmann 1993) that attempt to investigate 
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risk environments in contemporary society. Beck's book Risk Society: Towards a New 

Modernity (1998) has had an 'enormous influence' and is 'already one o f the most 

influential European works o f social analysis in the late twentieth century' (Lash and 

Wynne 1998: 1). As El l iot (2002) has suggested, Beckes sociology o f risk is 

increasingly relevant for sociologists who are concerned w i th comprehending the 

complex temporal and spatial f iguration o f hazards that are invisible to the lay 

observer such as global warming and сиішгаїїу induced diseases such as Bovine 

Spongiform Encephalopathy (BSE). The recent work o f Giddens (1990, 1991, 1994) 

has also been particularly influential concerning the role o f risk in society. In a similar 

way to Beck, Giddens highlights the distinctive form that ref lexivi ty has taken in late-

modernity and acknowledges how personal identity is created through the reflexive 

shaping o f our own biographical narratives. As Lash and Wynne state, there is a 

'remarkable parallel between Professor Beck's work and the recent work o f Anthony 

Giddens' (1998: 7) even though Чһе major part o f this parallel development has been 

quite independent' (1998: 8). Ul r ich Beck and Anthony Giddens should therefore be 

considered to be the two main advocates o f the 'r isk society' thesis (Lupton 1999a). 

U l r i ch Beck has offered a highly detailed theory o f risk and maintains that the notion 

o f risk is having an increasingly prominent role in contemporary society. According 

to Beck, individuals in contemporary Western societies are now l iv ing in a 

transitional period, a period in which in which ' industrial society' is becoming a 'r isk 

society'. I n this transitional period the production o f wealth is accompanied by that o f 

risks which have proliferated as an outcome of modernisation. The main problem for 

contemporary Western societies should no longer be seen as the production and 

distribution o f goods such as wealth and employment, but rather the prevention o f 
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'bads' or dangers. The concepts o f wealth and power that differentiated classical 

modernity have been replaced by risk and uncertainty (Boyne 2003). Evidence o f 

increasing uncertainty can be found by observing the debates surrounding risk that 

have begun to dominate public, pol i t ical and private arenas. Beck draws attention to 

both public and private debates that constantly feature discussions relating to risks: 

'Everyone is caught up in defensive battles o f various types, anticipating the hostile 

substances in one's manner o f l iv ing and eating' (1994: 45). Not only do people have 

a far greater awareness o f risk, but they also have to deal w i th the consequences o f 

risk on an everyday basis. 

Beck separates the notion o f risk f rom danger or hazard. Al though the hazards o f pre

modern society such as famines and plagues clearly had disastrous consequences, no 

notion o f risk can be found in pre-industrial society. No matter how devastating, 

hazards and dangers in pre-industrial society were experienced as external forces that 

could not be controlled by human beings. It was only w i th societal attempts to take 

control o f the steering wheel and head towards a destination that assured predictable 

security that the consequences o f risk become a poli t ical issue. Dangers and hazards 

in late modem societies are now seen as humanly generated and therefore have the 

potential to be either altered or avoided. I t is precisely such intervention that has 

transformed incalculable hazards into calculable risks. 

Beck specifically uses the term 'r isk society' for the contemporaty era and identifies 

several distinct features o f risk in late as opposed to early modernity. Beck claims that 

since the middle o f the twentieth century, industrial society has been confronted w i th 

threats to human l i fe on an unprecedented scale. Due to the global nature o f risks. 
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risks āre becoming increasingly d i f f icu l t to measure, prevent and avoid. The rise o f 

the risk society is caught up wi th the new electronic global economy where nO"One 

understands the possible global risks and dangers that individuals may be exposed to. 

Many hazards such as air and water pol lut ion, ionizing radiation and toxic chemicals 

are open-ended events that have the potential to be far more apocalyptic than in 

previous eras. Due to their non-localised nature and possible long term effects, risks 

in late modem societies are not easily calculable, and i t is becoming increasingly 

d i f f icul t to compensate those who are affected. As Beck states: 'the injured o f 

Chernobyl are today, years after the catastrophe, not even bom yet ' (1996a: 31). The 

result is a 'wor ld risk society' which is caught up w i th the development o f 

instrumental rational control which extends into all areas o f our everyday lives. As 

Lupton (1999b) has recognised, by presenting an apocalyptic vision o f how hazards 

and dangers have the potential to annihilate the human species, Beck's work is 

extremely crit ical o f the increasingly hazardous nature o f l i fe in late-modernity. 

Unl ike Habermas, Marx, and various mainstream sociological theories, Beck refuses 

to associate modernity wi th industrial society. As Lash and Wynne have suggested, 

Beck does not subscribe to or share this k ind o f 'utopie evolutionism, whether its 

motor be communicative rationality, the development o f the means o f production, or 

structural differentiation and functional integration' (1998: 2). For Beck, 

contemporary society is in a transitional period between industrial society (simple 

modernization) and advanced modernity (reflexive modernization). Reflexive 

modernisation is an automatic side affect o f modernity rather than 'an option which 

could be chosen or rejected in the course o f pol i t ical debate' (1996b: 28). Beck 

therefore defines risk as: 
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a systematic way o f dealing wi th hazards and insecurities induced and 

introduced by modernisation itself. Risk as opposed to older dangers, are 

consequences which relate to the threatening force o f modernisation and its 

globalisation o f doubt. They are politically reflexive' (1998: 21 original 

emphasis). 

Risk and ref lexivi ty are inescapably l inked because anxieties about risks lead to 

questions about existing practices. As individuals become increasingly aware o f the 

consequences and dangers o f risk 'society becomes self cr i t ical ' (1996b: 81). 

Reflexive modernization contains two phases (Lupton 1999a). The first phase relates 

to the automatic transition from simple to advanced modernisation. During this stage 

risks have not become the subject o f sustained public and private debates or poli t ical 

confl ict. The next stage consists o f industrial society viewing itself as a risk society 

and recognising the dangers involved w i th modernity. Such crit ical reflection upon 

the dangers o f modernity is the difference between industrial society and risk society. 

Nevertheless, reflexive modernisation is not only about risks, i t is also about choice. 

As El l iot t states 'For i f risks are an attempt to make the incalculable calculable, then 

risk monitor ing presupposes agency, choice, calculation and responsibil i ty' (2002: 

298). In the process o f reflexive modernisation an increasing amount o f areas are 

disembedded f rom the restraints o f tradition. 

The concept o f individualization is central to Beck*ร view o f the risk society and 

reflexive modernisation. Beck and Beck-Gemsheim (1996) maintain that modem l i fe 

is transforming God, science, truth, паШге, technology, moral i ty, love and marriage 
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into what they describe as 'precarious freedoms' (1996: 24). The word transforming is 

important as they state that there is no such thing as an individualised society, but 

rather that individualisation 'should be seen as designating a trend' (1996: 24). 

Individual izat ion is governed by a dialectic o f disintegration and reinvention (El l iot 

2002), The loss o f tradition and the dissolution o f previously existing social forms 

such as f ixed gender roles and inflexible class positions suggests that people are 

increasingly engaging w i th areas o f their lives that were previously dictated by 

tradit ion and taken for granted norms. Human beings are now faced w i th a whole 

range o f possible choices. Opportunities, dangers and uncertainties that were once 

predefined wi th in the family association, the vil lage community, social estates or 

classes are now acted upon and negotiated by individuals. Beck sees individualization 

disintegrating 'the certainties o f industrial society as wel l as the compulsion to f ind 

and invent new certainties for oneself and others without them' (Beck 1994: 14). A n 

individual 's l i fe course is сопсерШа1І8ес1 as increasingly flexible and open. Beck 

(1998: 135) refers to this as 'reflexive biography' and maintains that it is a biography 

that is self rather than socially produced. People must now produce their own 

biographies in the absence o f fixed, obligatory and traditional norms and certainties. 

Tradit ional ways o f 'coping w i th anxiety and insecurity in social-moral mil ieus, 

families, marriage and male-female roles are fai l ing. To the same degree, coping w i th 

anxiety and insecurity is demanded o f the individuals themselves' (Beck 1998: 153). 

People have to increasingly rely on themselves to discover their own path for a more 

rewarding l i fe by reflexively constructing their own biographies. Such a 'do-i t-

yourself biography', Beck argues, is always a 'r isk biography' and therefore in a state 

o f permanent danger: ' A l l metaphysics and transcendence, all necessity and certainty 

is being replaced by artistry. In the most public and private ways we are becoming -
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helplessly 一 high wire dancers in the circus tent. And many o f us fair (Beck and 

Beck-Gernsheim 1996: 24). 

Individualisation therefore involves a proliferation o f new demands placed upon 

people. Individuals are held responsible for their own lives in areas such as 

procreation, education, health, work, піШге welfare and security. People are expected 

to create their own destinies instead o f relying on either traditional expectøtions or the 

vagaries o f fortune. Bauman captures the increasing demands individuals now have to 

contend wi th : 

I f they stay unemployed, it is because they failed to learn the skills o f 

w inn ing an interview or because they d id not try hard enough to f ind a j ob or 

because they are, purely and simply, work-shy. I f they are not sure about 

their career prospects and agonise about the Шшге, it is because they are not 

good enough at winning friends and influencing people and have failed to 

learn as they should the arts o f self expression and impressing the others 

(2001:47) . 

A n interesting example offered by Beck concerns personal relationships. Due to the 

processes o f individualisation, there are now greater conflicts between individuals in 

intimate partnerships as each pursue their r ight for autonomy and self-improvement at 

the same time as maintaining the relationship. The expansion o f experimentation and 

choice is therefore accompanied by high levels o f anxiety and insecurity. As Beck 

maintains, there are both positive and negative elements to the process o f 

individualisation. Rather than being understood as the outcome o f broader social 

21 



processes, inequalities have become individualised and perceived as 'psychological 

dispositions: as personal inadequacies, guilt feelings, anxieties, conflicts and neurosis' 

(Beck 1998: 100). To choose the wrong university degree, mortgage, pension, health 

insurance, intimate partner, or occupation is now believed to be the fault o f the 

individual. Everyday life now offers a variety o f choices and possibilities that have to 

be defined, planned and revoked accordingly. A 'tightrope biography' has therefore 

replaced the pre-ordained and unquestioned ties o f earlier times (Beck 1999). The 

previous certainties and securities have been shattered and fragmented into questions 

that are 'spinning around in people's heads' (Beck and Beck-Gemsheim 1996: 29). 

Giddens (1990, 1991, 1994, 1998) has also writ ten at length on the risk and 

uncertainty that accompany individuals l iv ing in 'late modem' society. Giddens 

agrees w i th Beck i n seeing late modernity as being characterised by transformations 

in traditional habits and customs, having a radical effect on the meaning o f everyday 

l ife. Giddens describes the work o f Beck in relation to risk as 'quite accurate' (1991: 

28) and states that: 

Moderni ty is a risk сиІШге. I do not mean by this that social l i fe is inherently 

more risky than i t used to be; for most people that is not the case. Rather the 

concept o f risk becomes fundamental to the way both lay actors and 

technical specialists organise the social wor ld. Modernity reduces the overall 

riskiness o f certain areas and modes o f l i fe, yet at the same t ime introduces 

new risk parameters largely or completely unknown to previous eras (1991: 

3-4). 
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Giddens refers to the 'double edged character o f modernity ' (1990: 10), or the risks 

associated wi th the drive for progress and states that: ' I t is a society increasingly 

(1998: 27). Hazards and dangers are now conceptualised as ' r isks' that humans have 

the potential to control. The difference refers to human responsibility. In the present 

era, fears are usually l inked to the perception that the actions o f humans, rather than 

Gods, demons or fate, have bought these catastrophes upon themselves (Giddens 

1991). Giddens displays a similar position to Beck on the nature o f risk in relation to 

hazards and dangers and how they dif fer substantially f rom previous eras. For 

Giddens, the central features o f modernity are institutìonal and individual ref lexivi ty 

combined w i th the reorganisation o f time and space and the expansion o f 

disembedding mechanisms which take social relations out o f their specific time/space 

contexts and apply them in wider locales. Disembedding mechanisms are responsible 

for creating a unique 'r isk prof i le ' . Risk is now global in intensity and events now 

may have potentially disastrous effects that are far more wide-reaching than in 

previous eras. 

Giddens describes modem ref lexivi ty as being different f rom the reflexive monitoring 

that has always formed an important part o f human activity. Modem reflexivity, for 

both individuals and institutions, involves awareness o f the contingent nature o f 

expert knowledges and social activity (Lupton 1999a). Giddens (1991) recognises that 

late modernity has a plural i ty o f centres rather than a determinate authority. Religion 

and other forms o f traditional authority have simply become authorities among many 

others. Society therefore has an ' indefinite pluralism o f expertise' (1991: 195). People 

can no longer simply rely on local knowledges, tradit ion, religious precepts, habit or 
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observation o f others' practices to provide structure and certainty to their own lives. 

Rather than fo l lowing a pre-ordained course, individuals lives are now open to 

contingencies: ' L i v i ng in a "r isk society" means l iv ing w i th a calculative attitude to 

the open possibilities o f action, positive and negative, w i th which, as individuals and 

globally, we are confronted in a continuous way in our contemporary social existence' 

(1991: 28). Disputes about risk pervade every aspect o f everyday l i fe and individuals 

are now forced to decide among various possible courses o f action by assessing their 

predicted outcomes. As the self is seen as a reflexive project in late modernity, 

individuals are increasingly responsible for reflecting upon and altering their own l i fe 

trajectory. There are an increasing amount o f diverse choices to be made: 'the self, 

l ike the broader institutional contexts in which it exists, has to be reflexively made. 

Yet this task has to be accompanied amid a puzzl ing diversity o f options and 

possibil i t ies' (1991: 3). The concept o f lifestyle has become ever more important to 

selfhood and forces people to constantly negotiate among a range o f possible options. 

Al though there are various significant differences between the work o f Beck and 

Giddens (see Lupton 1999a; Strydom 2002), their theorising o f risk in the context o f 

late modernity displays important similarities. Despite wr i t ing from 'very divergent 

backgrounds' (Lash and Wynne 1998: 8)， both maintain that the risks produced under 

conditions o f late modernity have changed in character, become globalised and are 

increasingly d i f f icu l t to evaluate and prevent. Both theorists also recognise that risks 

now have serious implications in their impact across space and time. Beck and 

Giddens are also interested in the polit ical aspects o f risk, maintaining that ref lexivi ty 

should be seen as a primary response to uncertainty and insecurity in late modem 

societies. Risk is an integral part o f a society that has come to reflect upon and 
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question itself. Rather than being the outcome o f fate or destiny the risk society 

theorists maintain that risk is now a human responsibility. As I have demonstrated, 

Beck and Giddens mainly focus their attention on the ways in which risk is produced 

and managed at the macro-structural level o f society. Both theorists argue that the 

risks produced by the technologies o f late modernity have increased in magniณde and 

their work provides a detailed consideration o f both the pol i t ical and social 

implications that necessarily arise. 

2.4 A Universal R isk Subject? 

The work o f Beck and Giddens on the nature o f risk in contemporary societies has 

undoubtedly been extremely influential. Both theorists have clearly provided 

interesting insights into the 8ІтисШга1 and polit ical features that risk has taken in late 

modem societies. As El l iot t has noted: 

In the wake o f the Chernobyl disaster and widespread environmental 

pol lut ion, and wi th ever more destructive weapons as wel l as human-made 

biological, chemical and technological hazards, it is surely the case that 

thinking in terms o f risk has become central to the way in which human 

agents and modem instiณtions organise the social wor ld (2002: 299). 

Nevertheless, El l iot t remains sceptical and questions whether the conception o f ' r isk 

society' over emphasises the relevance that risk has in people's everyday lives. By 

extending Turner'ร (1994) criticisms o f the idea that risk has dramatically changed 
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over the past three centuries', El l iot t wonders whether the assessment o f risk should 

really be considered as 'the ultimate plight o f individuals' in contemporary society 

(El l iot t 2002: 300). Al though the speculations o f Beck and Giddens are important, 

neither theorist has considered the diverse ways in which lay people react to r isk and 

their work requires translation into the context o f everyday practices. Their 

perspectives on risk both adopt a broadly macro-sociological approach (Lupton 

1999a) and they have been criticised for their v iew o f the overly rationalised and 

individualised human actor and for their tendency to generalise without considering 

the role played by gender, class, nationality, age, and ethnicity in the construction o f a 

variety o f different risk knowledges (Alexander, 1996; Lash, 1993; Scott et al. 1998). 

Lash (1993) argues that i t is v i tal ly important to take into account how people respond 

emotively and aesthetically to risk as members o f сиішгаї sub-groups rather than 

atomised individuals. Arguing against the individualisation thesis, he states the 

importance o f group membership, traditional conventions, moral values and social 

categories for understanding how people respond to risk. Another serious problem 

wi th the 'grand theories' o f Beck and Giddens is that they have not attempted to test 

their work empirically. Consequently, their work has been criticised for making broad 

claims w i th ' l i t t le concern for empirical data' (Wi l l iams and Bendeloพ 1998: 104). 

Specifically referring to the work o f Beck, Alexander maintains that 'Broad tendential 

speculations are advanced about infrastructural and organisational processes that have 

litt le grounding in the actual processes o f instiณtional and everyday l i fe ' (1996: 134). 

' Adams (1995) also criticises Beck for exaggerating the distinction between modem 'risk' 
aíฬ ุ the old-fashioned danger or hazard. According to Adams, risks were no more visible in 
industrial society. 
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There is now a growing amount o f empirical research (Wynne 1989, 1996; Michael 

1996; Lupton and Tul loch 2002; Lupton 2005) that challenges sociological 

concepmalisations o f risk that lack 'a strong empirical base' (Scott 1998: 690). Crit ics 

such as Lash (1993) and Wynne (1996) have suggested that the way individuals react 

to risk should be understood as aesthetic, affective and hermeneutic phenomena 

grounded in their everyday social relationships. Research conducted by Wynne (1996) 

has suggested the importance o f recognising the way in which lay actors use their own 

situated knowledge o f the wor ld in constructing risk understandings over the course o f 

their everyday lives. M a c g i l ľ s (1989) research is also interesting in this respect. By 

investigating the alleged l ink between radioactive discharges f rom a nuclear 

processing installation wi th the increase o f Leukaemia and other cancers among 

children in the surrounding area, her findings revealed a diverse range o f attitudes 

concerning the supposed risk. According to Macg i l l , individual r isk positions not only 

resulted from their particular location wi th in the social mi l ieux, but they also served 

to posit ion them wi th in such mil ieux. M a c g i l ľ s รณdy highlights how risk positions 

support social cohesion and reflect an individual 's sense o f identity as part o f a social 

group. Concerns about risks can also generate poli t ical alliances between people (see 

K le in 2000), who often unite to fight against those agencies they believe responsible 

for generating risks such as environmental pol lut ion. Rather than responding as 

individual agents, research by Wynne (1996), Mag i l l (1989) and Michael (1996) has 

demonstrated the ways in which people act as members o f social groups and social 

networks in response to risk. Such research therefore challenges and exposes some o f 

the sociological weaknesses o f the ' r isk society' thesis, and demonstrates the need to 

address 'issues that bring together theories on risk wi th empirical research' that moves 

beyond the idea o f a 'universal "r isk subject"' (Lupton 1999b: 6) that tends to appear 
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in the 'r isk society' perspective. Nevertheless, even the growing body o f empirical 

research that seeks to question sociologists who make 'sweeping generalisations' 

about how individuals respond to risk has yet to іпсофОгаЇе any thorough sociological 

analysis o f voluntary risk taking to launch their critique. Indeed, for societies that are 

imagined to be obsessed by risk, i t certainly does seem suφris ing that 'we f ind an 

almost total absence o f rigorous inquiry into such activit ies' (Boyne 2003: 78). As 

Ferrei 1 et al. have recognised, such activities clearly have the potential to shed 'some 

crit ical l ight on the strong present-day focus on risk avoidance' (2002: 180). 

2.5 Vo lun ta r y Risk TaWng 

Although an examination o f the general f ield o f risk analysis concentrates 01ใ both the 

assessment and management o f technological and natural hazards, thorough analysis 

o f voluntary risk taking is generally absent from the debate (Boyne 2003; Lupton 

1999a). As I have suggested, much o f the academic work on risk maintains that risk 

anxiety has become a pervasive feature o f everyday l i fe and that individuals are 

increasingly attacked by feelings o f anxiety, vulnerabil i ty and uncertainty in relation 

to the risks they are exposed to. Risk has become a term that is used to describe 

negative or undesirable consequences and it is precisely this new posit ion towards risk 

that explains why previously commonplace activities are now treated as a safety issue. 

Risk has acquired a new cultural prominence (Douglas 1990). As Füredi states 'hardly 

a week now passes' wi thout the introduction o f 'some new risk to the individual being 

reported, and another safety measure proposed' (1999: 1). Füredi argues that personal 

safety has become a growth industry: 

Every public and private place is now assessed from a safety perspective. 

Hospital security has emerged as a central concern o f health professionals. 
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Concern for protecting newborn babies f rom potential kidnappers indicates 

that a preoccupation w i th safety can never begin too soon (1999: 1). 

Experts are constantly drawing attention to what people should be fearful o f and 

suggesting various strategies to ensure that people are as safe as possible. 

Consequently individuals are now specialists in detecting and managing risks on an 

everyday basis (El l iot t 2002). There are concerns over whether mobile phones can 

cause brain Штоигร , whether people can trust their own General Practitioners and 

environmental pressure groups are continuously warning o f the potential disastrous 

effects o f global warming and the depletion o f the ozone layer. More general health 

issues also comprise an area which is dominated by debates about risks. Health 

promoters continuously warn against smoking, dr inking alcohol, eating fatty foods 

and encourage taking regular exercise. People are urged by health promotion 

authorities to evaluate their risk o f succumbing to disease and to change their lifestyle 

accordingly. Children's safety is also at the centre o f risk anxiety (see Scott, Jackson 

and Backet t -Mi lbum 1998) and an increasing amount o f schools have now adopted a 

'comprehensive range o f cameras, swipe cards and other security measures' that has 

unnecessarily resulted in schools looking 'more l ike min imum security prisons' than 

educational institutions (Füredi 1999: 2). Concerns relating to the exposure o f risk 

range f rom banning conkers and snow ball fights in schools to 'a wave o f near 

hysteria' (Jackson and Scott 1999: 88) concerning paedophiles and the resulting 

vigilante behaviour. Public reactions to the satirical programme Brass Eye confirmed 

2 Although the 'main target of the programme was the reaction to, and media presentation of, 
paedophilia and the public attitudes thereby encouraged' (The Guardian 05/03/02) the 
programme caused widespread anxiety and became the most complained about show in 
British television history. Channel 4 received over 2,000 calls, with a further 1,000 viewers 
logging complaints with the ITC. The programme also received fierce criticism from 
children's charities and politicians. The Home Office minister Beverly Hughes claimed the 
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such hysterical anxiety. Anxiety about food, health, crime, paedophilia and the 

environment, together w i th an endless variety o f new risks have now become 

associated w i th nearly every mundane human experience. As Beck states, even the 

threat o f terrorism should only be considered as the latest risk ' i n the evolution o f 

global risk society' (Beck 2004: 144). 

Taking into account the strong emphasis placed on avoiding and detecting risk it is 

hardly sumrising that those who actively seek out unnecessary risks on a voluntary 

basis are generally v iewed as careless and irresponsible individuals who are 

'dangerously out o f control ' (Ferrell 2005: 77). As Lupton (1999a) contends, 

deliberately taking unnecessary risks reveals an inabil i ty to regulate the self. What 

makes voluntary risk taking so interesting is that such activities are attracting an 

increasing number o f participants who appear to be attracted to risk situations. 

Al though individuals w i l l usually take effective measures to reduce 'the eventfulness 

― the fatefiilness - o f his moments' and manage their personal time so that 'courses o f 

action can be managed reliably and goals progressively and predictably realised' 

(Goffman 1969: 128)， there are many activities 'that are consequential, problematic 

and undertaken for their own sake' (Goffman 1969: 136). Gof fman prefers the term 

'act ion ' to describe activities where individuals take a practical gamble. For Goffman, 

'serious action is a serious r ide' (1969: 199) and ' is to be found wherever the 

individual knowingly takes consequential chances perceived as avoidable' (1969: 

145). According to Goffiman, there is a romantic division o f the wor ld : 

programme was 'unspeakably sick' even though she admitted that she had not even watched 

the programme The then Home Secretary David Blunkett also condenmed the show as 'not 

remotely funny' before being ฒ l y briefed (The Guardian 06/09/01). 
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On the one side are the safe and silent places, the home, the wel l regulated 

role in business, industry and the professions; on the other are all those 

activities that generate expression, requiring the individual to lay himself on 

the line and place himself in jeopardy during the passing moment (1969: 

204-205). 

Al though most individuals do take effective measures to reduce the 'eventfii lness' o f 

their moments, there are others who are clearly prepared to wager their 'future estate 

on what transpires in the seconds to come' (Goffman 1969: 137). 

Such a practical gamble becomes a routine and mundane aspect o f everyday l i fe for 

individuals whose occupation exposes them to chemicals, equipment, practices and 

environments which are dangerous to their physical we l l being (Hunt 1995). 

Criminals, prostitutes, miners, fire fighters, h igh steel ironworkers, body guards, 

social workers, police officers, soldiers, war correspondents and prison officers are all 

typical examples o f occupations where problematic consequences can be faced on an 

everyday basis. The important point here is that these individuals cannot voluntari ly 

decide to withdraw f rom chance taking without serious consequences for their 

occupational status. Nevertheless there are also many fateful activities where: 

The individual is under no obligation to continue to pursue once he has 

started to do so. No extraneous factors compel h im to face his fate in the first 

place; no extraneous ends provide expediential reasons for his continued 

participation. His activity is defined as an end itself, sought out, embraced, 

and utterly his own. His record during performance can be claimed as the 
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reason for participation, hence an unqualif ied direct expression o f his true 

makeup and a jus t basis for reputation (Goffman 1969: 136). 

There are a variety o f 'extreme', 'adrenalin' or 'h igh-r isk ' sports (Celsi 1992; 

Shoham, Rose and Kahle 2000) that are риф05е1у sought out for the experience they 

provide. As V ida l has accurately observed, we are now l iv ing in a society where 

'Grannies are parachuting, secretaries are bungee jumping . . .accountants are b ig-c l i f f 

jumping, doctors are happy to hang-glide and desk bound c iv i l servants dream o f 

spending their t ime o f f doing deep powder ski ing ' (Cited in Boyne 2003: 78). 

Activi t ies that seek to test the l imits o f human endurance include a diversity o f 

pursuits such as skydiving, white water raft ing, B.A.ร.E. jumping (an acronym for 

Buildings, Antennae, Spans and Earth), swimming w i th sharks, para-gliding and rock 

and ice c l imbing. The actual pursuit o f danger рифоЛесіІу has social psychological 

benefits (Goffman 】969， Lyng, 1990， Mi tchel l 1983) and risk is often viewed as a 

positive feature o f the activity. In the words o f one extreme sports enthusiast: 

I t 's one thing to be a really good basketball player... But imagine i f every t ime 

you missed a basket, someone would shoot you in the head. It would be a lot 

more excit ing, right? (Cited in Koemer 1997: 2) 

Although extreme sports may not be as dangerous as this quotation suggests, the 

possibil i ty o f actual bodi ly harm and even death is a very real possibility. Indeed, 

many participants claim that the risk o f death is an excit ing challenge to be managed 

and controlled through their own individual capabilities (Lyng 1990). As Holy f ie ld 

has recognised: 

32 



A growing number o f consumers are moving beyond the atmosphere o f 

theme parks.. .Abandoning the strucณred terror o f mechanization, today'ร 

r isk connoisseurs seek more settings that al low them to contribute, however 

real or perceived, to the inherent emotions o f fear and excitement (1999: 4). 

The main attraction o f 'extreme sports' is the courting w i th danger, fear and 

excitement together wi th a sense that they have tested their own personal boundaries 

and challenged their own 'comfort zone'. As a devoted bungee jumper stated: 

'Humans are bom to experiment or die ' (Cited in Bane 1998: 108) and it is precisely 

this type o f experimentation that supposedly allows the individual to learn about the 

meaning o f existence (Lyman and Scott 1989， Simmel 1997b). Taking risks also 

al lows the chance to challenge and resist the expectations o f others. The risk taker 

may be viewed as an individual who possesses courage in their deliberate 

contravening o f social norms. A person l ike El len MacArthur who sailed around the 

wor ld single handed, or the mountain climbers Joe Simpson and Simon Yates, who 

cl imbed the previously unconquered west face o f Siula Grande in the Andes, are seen 

as unique and rather extraordinary individuals who enjoy the challenge o f testing their 

own abilities and exploring their own personal boundaries. Even eccentric 

entrepreneurs who make their fortunes by taking financial risks are often admired for 

their courage and strength together wi th their determination to confront risks and 

gamble wi th uncertainty. Nevertheless, i f the risk taker is unsuccessful, admiration 

can be replaced w i th hosti l i ty and their actions are often seen as being irresponsible. 

As Lupton (1999a) maintains, the current emphasis on the regulation o f self and body 

and the acquisition o f control and personal responsibility has ณmed risk into a moral 

епЇефгізе. A lan Robert enjoys the challenge o f c l imbing the wor ld 's tøllest buildings 
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without ropes or any other safety equipment; his specialist equipment consists o f tape 

for his fingers and an old pair o f c l imbing boots. 

M r Robert'ร c l imb presented a safety risk to the 45,000 people who worked 

in the tower, any one o f whom could have been hit by his body i f he had fel l 

o f f or traumatised by the sight o f h im hurt l ing to the ground. 

(The Guardian 19/10/02) 

Al though he has successfully cl imbed the Ei f fe l Tower, the Empire State Bui ld ing 

and more than thirty skyscrapers wor ld wide, this fai led attempt at c l imbing the tower 

at Canary Whar f infuriated the owners who described h im as ' irresponsible'. Clearly 

the public response depends on the individuals' success. 

Aside f rom increasing attention and media interest in such high-profi le examples, 

there has also been a dramatic increase in the number o f people who regularly 

participate in high-risk leisure activities. Wheatley makes the fo l lowing observation: 

Walk down any high street and check out the number o f adolescents wearing 

No Fear! caps. It may be hard to risk your l i fe in M i l ton Keyneร. . .but the 

aspirant will ingness is there. 

(The Financial Times 23/05/97) 

Such wil l ingness should not just be associated w i th male adolescents. No t only are 

more people actively seeking out and experiencing these activities, but their 

demographics include a vastly growing number o f female and older participants 

(Celsi, Rose and Leigh 1993). A t the same time the industries that serve these 
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particular activities have also grown. This has resulted in vast improvements in the 

materials which has not only increased safety, but has also lowered the financial costs. 

For example, skydivers were previously forced to rely on army տ ս փ Խ տ equipment 

which provided l i t t le control and hard landings. According to Aran, 'being harnessed 

to a big, heavy parachute that makes mobi l i ty without help practically impossible' 

made the jumpers appear 'somewhat r idiculous' (1974:129). However, such an 

observation would no longer be appropriate. Skydivers now design and produce their 

own l ight weight and attractive parachute equipment together w i th a vast array o f 

fashionable accessories. A parallel also exists w i th many other 'extreme' sports. For 

example, the boats used for white water river raft ing are 'stronger and safer than ever 

before' (Holy f ie ld , Jonas and Zajicek 2005: 176) and the ropes and harnesses used by 

climbers are safer and more resistant, the equipment lighter and the specific clothing 

is both warmer and waterproof. 

The increasing popularity o f 'h igh-r isk' sports is also reflected in various marketing 

strategies. By i ncoφora tտg images o f risk taking to market their products, companies 

can appeal to the audiences desire to be different than the average consumer. 

According to the disil lusioned mountain biker Joshua Fruhlinger: 'L ike M T V 

consumed alternative music, every f i rm in the บ . ร . is t ry ing to digest extreme sports' 

(The Financial Times 23/05/97). Alongside prominent youth brands such as Coca-

Cola, Pepsi-Cola and Nike, other brands such Honda, Phil l ips, Guinness, Nissan, 

Vo lvo, Aud i and Saab have also used the imagery surrounding extreme sports in some 

o f their advertising campaigns. Jeremy Chatterton, a partner in the sports marketing 

agency Sports Vision, explains the appeal o f using imagery surrounding extreme 

sports: 
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Guinness is using surfing to position the brand to an audience which might 

be in its forties but is sti l l attiณdinally youthfu l . . . The same is true o f Audi 's 

involvement in wakeboarding and Saab's association w i th parasailing. I t 's 

about l ink ing their brand to people who want to maximise their time on the 

planet. 

(Cited in Campaign 2002: 15) 

The magazine Adventuretime claimed that in the U.S. alone, extreme sports were 

generating hardware sales o f more than three b i l l ion dollars a year, w i th more than 

two mi l l ion participants. Extreme sports are b ig business. For example, Eurosports 

weekly extreme sport show YOZ has a regular audience of 250,000 across 54 

countries, and is a fundamental part o f its programming and revenue streams. It is no 

exaggeration to state that the images associated w i th voluntary risk taking have now 

invaded everyday l i fe: 

Mainstream fashions reflect the close-fitt ing aerodynamics and bright 

colours o f b ik ing, ski ing and c l imbing clothes. Everyday speech is punctured 

w i th clichés that urge us to "go for i t ! " Dai ly, the media presents us wi th 

images o f extreme skiing, bungee jumping and hang g l id ing. . . whether one is 

an асШаІ participant or an individual l iv ing vicariously wi th consumer goods 

as life-style props, the style and colour o f high-risk sports have become a 

badge o f our times. We are al l admonished to " just do i t " , and "play hard" 

for " l i fe is short '" (Celsi et al. 1993: շ ) . 
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Advenณre holiday companies such as Guerba, Spirit of Adventure and Big Rock have 

also become increasingly popular and involve extreme physical endurance and 

bravery. These type o f holidays al low individuals the opportunity o f c l imbing 

mountains w i th l i t t le or no previous experience or to engage in ' r isky ' situations such 

as camping in the Amazon, ski ing down the remotest mountains in Tajikistan or even 

enduring a night in the most dangerous areas o f a city l ike New York. A recent article 

suggests that such holiday packages are booming: 

Every year, thousands o f Bri t ish vacationers hand over good money only to 

be lef t wet, cold, hungry and sore. Some have been ripped o f f by dodgy 

package tour operators selling holidays in concrete hell-holes on the 

Mediterranean. But for a select minori ty, being drenched, frozen, starved and 

bumped is the point o f the whole thing. 

(The Economist 10/10/2002) 

Stephan Howe o f Outward Bound says that between 1995 and 2001 the number o f 

adventurers coming to their camps rose from 8,000 to 26,000. Explore Worldwide^ 

Britain 'ร largest operator o f adventure holidays abroad, maintains that the market has 

grown by 10-15% a year for the past five years or so. This is a significant increase, 

especially when compared w i th the 4 -5% growth o f the traditional รนท, sea and sand 

holiday packages. According to James Swankie f rom the outdoor leisure company 

Sfww and Rock 'People might choose to go white water raft ing in the Himalayas or 

the Andes ― or surfing and windsurf ing in Hawai i , where there are 80ft waves. I t 's 

being able to have a complete adventure*. M i c k Tyler f rom The Breakaway Survival 

School also boasts that their visitors have doubled over the last three years. He 
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explains why there has been such a dramatic increase in the popularity o f l iv ing o f the 

land, jumping o f c l i f fs and white water raft ing by suggesting that people are fed up 

w i th ordinary holidays. According to M r Tyler» individuals no longer have any need 

to think for themselves in everyday l i fe and people are зифгізесі to discover how they 

were so unaware o f the wor ld around them (The Economist 10/10/2002). 

The increasing popularity o f these activities suggests a growing fascination w i th the 

pleasures and excitement involved in voluntari ly taking risks. Despite the threat o f 

serious injury and even death, there is no doubt that 'dangerous' or ' r isky ' pursuits are 

becoming increasingly popular. Even serious physical injury does not act as a 

deterrent. A journalist describes the health o f a committed high-risk participant: 

He has broken various bones: his head, his shoulders, his legs, his fingers, 

his hands, his teeth. His most serious accident in 1987 when he was 

hospitalised w i th his right leg paralysed - seven fracณres. 'Accidents have 

never stopped me ' , he says. Once healed, I always go back to the 

mountains'. 

(Cited in Le Breton 2000: 6) 

The B M X enthusiast Mat t "The Condor" Hof fman has broken 45 bones and had at 

least 14 operations. When asked i f these injuries have ever made h im reconsider he 

stated: 

I figure that i f you want to experience all the pleasures and successes l i fe has 

to offer, you have to be w i l l i ng to take all the failures and pain. This is why 

38 



all the injuries I've sustained have never slowed me down. They are just part 

o f the larger goal. 

(Cited in R i d e B M X On-Line) 

As Le Breton has pointed out, part o f the satisfaction o f engaging in such demanding 

activities comes from resisting 'the temptation to give up' (2000: 1) and provides a 

powerful sense o f personal mastery and achievement. Various academics have writ ten 

o f the social psychological benefits o f engaging in emotionally and physically 

demanding activities. For example, Csikszentmihalyi (1975) has described the 

production o f ' f l ow ' which occurs when an individual becomes totally engaged in a 

demanding activity. Csikszentmihalyi describes flow as a state in which: 

Ac t ion fo l lows upon action accordingly to an internal logic wh ich seems to 

need no conscious intervention on our part. We experience it as a unif ied 

flowing f rom one moment to the next in which we are in control o f our 

actions, and in which there is l itt le distinction between self and environment; 

between stimulas and response; or between past, present and future (1975: 

58). 

F low is described as a fluid state that seems atemporal, where one moment flows into 

the next as personal action and situational demands synchronise and become one. 

Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi (1988) suggest that f l ow allows for an 

individuals true self to emerge. The necessary involvement in the demanding activity 

overrides the participants self awareness, provides a release from conscious 

constraints such as self doubt and results in the temporary realisation o f an 
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unencumbered self. Al though flow may be found in ordinary everyday events such as 

a game o f chess, as Holy f ie ld (1999) has noted, being in a 'natural ' rather than an 

artif icial purpose buil t environment may provide the emotional backdrop required to 

provide a sense o f authenticity to the experience. Mi tchel l (1983) located the 

' f l ow l i ke ' qualities o f mountain cl imbing as existing somewhere between the poles o f 

boredom and anxiety, and could only be achieved when personal ski l l levels were 

challenged. As Csikszentmihalyi and Csikszentmihalyi (1988) maintain, for flow to 

occur the context must not over or under tax the individuals abilities. The ideal 

siณation for flow to occur is when an individual is free to enter a situation and has 

complete autonomy over their actions (Mitchel l 1983). High risk sports provide such 

opportunities as individuals can participate in a manner that approximates their 

respective levels o f ski l l and according to Csikszentmihalyi, i t is due to the attainment 

o f ' f l ow ' that motivates participants to engage in such activities. 

2.6 Researching 'Edgework ' 

Although there has been extensive physiological^ and psychologica l research on 

high-risk behaviour, voluntary risk taking has only recently caught the attention o f 

3 Physiological research has primarily focused on the respiratory, circulatory and neuro
endocrine systems and has attempted to measure the effect of stress and fear on participants 
engaged in high- risk pursuits (see Anfi logoff et al. 1987; Lipscombe 1998). 
՚* There has been extensive psychological work that has attempted to explain the phenomena. 
During the first part of the nineteenth century, risk taking was viewed as evidence of 
pathology (Adler 1930; Deutsch 1926; Fenichel 1939) and such characterisations 'of the 
psychologically irrational-abnormal-pathological genre are still applied with considerable 
regularity to high-risk activities and to those individuals who engage in them' (Lyng and 
Snow 1986: 158). The first attempts to examine the willingness or some individuals to take 
unnecessary risks relied on the existence of personality types. Personality types that either 
actively sought or retreated from high-risk activities have been conceptualised as the 
'narcissistic' and 'anaclitic' (Freud 1957), 'extrovert' and * introvert' (Jung 1971), 'schizoid' 
and *cycloiď (Kretchmer 1936) and 'counterphobic* and 'phobic' (Fenichel 1939). Other 
writers have used concepts such as 'arousal-seeking' (Kerr and Svebak 1989) or 
'eudaemonists' (Bernard 1968) to solely focus their analyses on the personality types that 
actively seek high-risk experiences. Zuckerman (1971, 1974， 1979, 1994) prefers the 
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sociologists. As Heimer (1988) noted, the question o f why individuals decide to 

engage in high-risk pursuits was largely considered to be outside the domain o f 

sociological enquiry. Apart f rom the work o f Goffman (1969) and Mi tche l l (1983) 

few social theorists recognised the increasing significance o f voluntary risk taking. 

The most notable exception to 'sociology's omission' is the work o f Lyng (1990, 

1998， 2005a, 2005b). A l though various sociological รณdies have now investigated 

various high risk pursuits (see Holyf ie ld 1999; Hunt 1995; Lois 2005; Reith 2005) 

much o f this work has been directly influenced by Lyng's sociological approach 

which questioned the assumption that it is possible to explain high-risk behaviour by 

discovering and identi fying ' internal ' forces wi th in the individual. As the 'factors 

which motivate people are also socially determined' Lyng maintained that the self 

construct of * sensation-seeking' which has been extremely influential for examining 
individuals who need varied and novel experi enees that incorporate thrill and adventure (see 
Corin 1991; Goma 1991 and Straub 1982). Zuckerman argues that individuals have varying 
needs for sensation and people wi l l therefore attempt to seek differing amounts of simulation 
that is necessary to avoid boredom or lack o f arousal. Zuckerman uses the Sensation Seeking 
Scale (SSS) to measure such willingness to take physical and social risks, and subsequent 
research has also suggested that there are differences among individuals in their tolerance and 
preference for high levels of simulation (Farley, 1985; Feiji, Orlebecke, G azen dam and Van 
Zuilen 1985). The Sensation Seeking Scale has been criticised for failing to explain why 
people only take risks in certain areas of their lives, and for ignoring the *role played by the 
desire for achievement and mastery' (Slanger and Rudestam 1997: 356). However, the main 
criticism of this type of research is that assumes risk takers to be predisposed towards this 
kind of behaviour and is subsequently treated as i f it has no interdependence with a 
historically specific and sociocultural environment (Lyng and Snow 1986; Lyng 1990). 
Researchers such as Balint, (1959) and Klausner (1968) are all critical of Zuckerman s theoiy 
of 'sensation seeking' and have attempted to provide alternative explanations by identifying 
various psychological, physiological and neurological factors that give rise to high-risk 
behaviour. Klausner (1968) uses the term 'stress seeking' which is defined as 'behaviour 
designed to increase the intensity of emotion or level of activation of the organism' (1968: 
139). Stress seeking is used by Юаизпег to describe behaviour that places individuals in 
dangerous or threatening situations to satisfy a need for arousal in order to develop capacities 
for competent control over environmental objects. Farberoพ (1980) maintains that it is 
necessaiy to conceptualise high-risk activities as 'indirect self destructive behaviour' (ISDB), 
which originates from Karl Menninger'ร development of Freud's 'death instinct'. According 
to Menni i įer, activities such as drug and alcohol addiction, self mutilation and forms of anti
social behaviour should be considered to be unconscious forms of self destruction. Farberoพ 
(1980) extended this conceptualisation to include leisure pursuits that involve risk-taking and 
characterises risk taking as typically hedonistic and narcissistic whereas other researchers 
(Achte 1980; Filstead 1980; and Litman 1980) all maintain that such activities provide a 
defence mechanism against depression and despair. 
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should be seen as a social product that cannot be understood apart f rom 'one's social 

environment' (Lyng and Snow 1986: 161). Taking this into account, Lyng and Snow 

believed that much o f the psychological research should be viewed as problematic: 

virtual ly all o f the [psychological] variants are rooted in a common pre

supposition: that the tendency to engage in high-risk behaviour is ult imately 

a manifestation o f deep-seated "mot ive forces" in the human psyche, forces 

that may have a biological or neurological basis (1986: 159). 

Unsatisfied by the numerous psychological approaches to understanding high risk 

behaviour, Lyng proposed 'an alternative social psychological theoretical framework* 

to explain the attraction o f taking risks on a voluntary basis (Lyng 1990: 854), Such 

an alternative attempted to conceptualise 'the proximate causes o f high-risk behaviour 

in terms o f general social psychological variables rather than idiosyncratic motives or 

personality characteristics' (Lyng 1990: 854). The classifying concept o f 'edgework' 

was originally suggested in order to provide a much needed sociological alternative. 

The term 'edgework' is taken from the late Hunter ร. Thompson (1967, 1980， 1993) 

who used the term to describe a whole range o f human experiences: ' I could see he 

was on the edge. That fearful intensity that comes at the peak o f a mescaline seizure' 

(Thompson 1993: 48). Thompson's journalistic and ethnographic work v iv id ly 

explored the boundaries between consciousness and unconsciousness, sanity and 

insanity and l i fe and death. He also provided highly descriptive work relating to his 

own drug induced experiences. A n example o f one such edgework experience 

specifically refers to the deliberate consumption o f i l legal substances: 
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I just l ike to gobble the տաքք right out in the street and see what happens, 

take my chances, just stomp on my own accelerator. I t 's l ike getting on a 

racing bike and all o f a sudden your doing 120 miles per hour into a curve 

that has sand all over it and you think "Ho l y Jesus, here we go", and you lay 

i t over t i l l the pegs hi t the street and metal starts to spark. I f you're good 

enough, you can pul l i t out, but sometimes you end up in the emergency 

room wi th some bastard in a white suit sewing your scalp back on. 

(Hunter ร. Thompson cited in Lyng 1990: 858) 

By focusing attention to aspects o f high-risk pursuits that had previously been 

neglected, the concept o f edgework al lowed Lyng (1990) to generate important 

theoretical implications o f risk taking in contemporary society. Lyng (1990) argues 

that it is possible to categorise two types o f edgework. The first category involves an 

attempt to discover the endurance l imits o f specific technology and the second 

category involves testing the l imits and exploring the boundaries o f both body and 

mind. The individuals who participate in these activities must have the abil i ty to avoid 

being paralysed by fear and possess the capacity to focus attention and action in order 

to survive the experience. As Thompson maintained, edgework involves ski l led 

performances: 'you have to be good when you take nasty risks, or you ' l l lose it, and 

then you're in serious trouble' (cited in Lyng 1990: 858). Activi t ies that can be 

described as edgework involve a direct and observable threat to an individual 's 

physical and mental welfare: 
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The archetypical edgework experience is one in which the individual 's 

failure to meet the challenge at hand w i l l result in death or, at the very least, 

debil itating injury. 

(Lyng 1990: 857) 

The challenge o f edgework is to sustain control over a siณation that the majority o f 

people would consider uncontrollable. The definit ive edgework experience involves 

death or at least serious injury i f the individual fails to meet the challenge. 

Specifically referring to rock c l imbing without safety equipment, a specialist in 

c l imbing explains that: 

When c l imbing solo, you experience moments o f intense stress and you 

manage to dominate them.. . I would carry on doing solo just for the pleasure 

o f this feeling o f freedom and the unique or even extreme sensation that goes 

wi th c l imbing without safety equipment. 

(Cited in Le Breton 2000: 4) 

Al though the characteristics and sensations vary in their intensity from one type o f 

edgework to another, the feelings are clearly more dramatic in l i fe and death 

situations. According to Lyng (1990), some edgeworkers enjoy the challenge o f 

searching for more puri f ied forms of edgework. Cl imbing without safety equipment or 

skydiving whi lst under the influence o f hallucinogenic drugs are both relevant 

examples and highlights the commitment that some individuals have to move as close 

as possible to the edge without fal l ing. Edgework should therefore be understood as 'a 
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type o f experimental anarchy in which the individual moves beyond the realm of 

established social patterns to the very fringes o f ordered reality' (Lyng 1990: 882). 

The first attempt to empirically analyse voluntary risk taking conceptualised as 

edgework was undertaken by Lyng and Snow (1986) who studied a group o f 

skydivers. Jumping out o f a plane at 13,000ft was clearly considered to be a variant o f 

what Thompson referred to as edgework. As Lyng and Snow state ' jumping under the 

influence o f drugs, experiencing and dealing w i th parachute malfunctions, jumping 

into landing areas that are geographically restricted, deploying on๙s canopy at a low 

alt itude' are all examples o f how the individual jumper has the opportunity to move 'a 

l i t t le closer to the "edge." ' (1986: 169). This phenomenologically informed research 

suggested that individuals engaged in high-risk behaviour because they found 'the 

experience to be seductively appealing' (2005: 18). Risk was actively sought out as 

'an end in i tse l f rather than 'a means to an end' (2005a; 5) and could be seen as a 

response to the overly determined character o f modem social l i fe (Lyng 1990). 

A general feature o f activities that can be described as edgework is that they all 

involve the use o f specific individual capacities. None o f the skydivers that Lyng and 

Snow (1986) studied referred to skydiving as a form o f 'edgework' , but they did 

believe in the existence o f a certain type o f individual. Such individuals believe they 

have the skil ls required for "crowding the edge" (Lyng and Snow 1986: 171), an 

experience which produces 'a sense o f "self-realization," "self-actualization," or 

"self-determination" (Lyng 1990: 860). Indeed, edgeworkers generally considered the 

opportunity to use their personal skills the most rewarding aspect o f the overall 

experience. Edgeworkers referred to their specific aptitudes as a distinctive form o f 

'mental toughness' (Lyng 1990) and is often believed to be an innate abil i ty. This 
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research also suggested that those who are involved in these activities have a high 

regard for their own capabilities compared to those outside edgework circles. These 

observations are supported by Wol fe 's (1979) journalistic ethnography o f the test-

pi lot รนЬсиІШге. According to Wol fe, pilots refer to individuals possessing the 'r ight 

տ ա ք ք when they consider an individual to have a basic survival instinct. His study o f 

individuals who intentionally place themselves in danger revealed that test-pilots 

believed those w i th the 'r ight s tu f f would be protected from serious accidents. I f a 

fatal crash occiured, the pi lot clearly did not possess the right stuff in the first place. 

Lyng and Snow observed a similar attiณde wi th in the skydiving community. 

According to their research, death and serious injury are not considered to be the 

results o f risks that were outside anyone's abil i ty to manage and control. For the 

skydivers in their sample, it indicated that not everyone possesses the innate survival 

capacity required. Such beliefs are associated w i th an elitist orientation amongst 

edgeworkers who argued that only a select minori ty have the unique edgework 

qualities. Participation in activities that can be described as edgework therefore allows 

individuals the opportunity to develop their skil ls and experience 'intense sensations 

o f self-determination and control ' (2005a: 5). 

In an overly rationalised social wor ld where everyday l i fe is fu l l o f suffocating 

routines and mundane гішаїร (Cohen and Taylor 1993), the innate character o f 

focused concentration in edgework can be seen as a rare and possibly unique 

experience. People feel self-actualised when they experience a direct sense o f 

personal authorship over their actions and when their behaviour is not directed by the 

normative or structural constraints o f their particular social environment. The 

influential concept o f 'edgework' has now been applied to investigate a diverse 

variety o f social phenomena outside the realm o f high risk leisure activities. A recent 
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edited collection (Lyng 2005) demonstrates the potential o f 'edgework' to account for 

a wide range of situations that have the potential to transgress everyday boundaries. 

The sociology o f voluntary risk raking has now іпсофогаЇесі investigations into anti-

globalisation protestors, juveni le delinquency, drug use, intellectual and business risk 

taking and terrorism (see Lyng 2005). The analysis o f voluntary risk taking, in all its 

forms, has now been placed f i rmly on the sociological agenda. Although the 

'uninit iated' may adamantly believe edgeworkers to be і т т а Ш г е and unfocused 

misfits who are ' intent on their own imminent destruction' (Ferrell 2005: 7フ)， a 

growing amount o f empirical research has revealed that individuals are attracted to 

high-risk behaviour for the qualitative experience that is its central feature. Ferre l ľs 

(2005) work on the relationship between edgework activities and anarchism is 

particularly revealing in this respect. As Ferrell points out, participating in activities 

that can be conceptualised as edgework often incorporates far more than the pleasure 

and excitement that accompanies such activities. Not only do edgeworkers receive 'a 

body blast o f intense pleasure' but participation in such activities can literally invert 

'the usual hierarchies that govern daily l i fe ' by constiณting '"visceral revolts" against 

the order o f things, sensual uprisings against boredom, tedium, alienation, and 

regulation.' (Ferrell 2005: 84). In this respect, Ferrell argues, the activities o f a 

diverse range o f edgeworkers who are attracted to extreme experiences (such as 

skydivers, graff i t i artists, sadomasochists and anti-globalisation protesters) offer a 

type o f resistance to the dehumanising constraints and routine degradations o f 

everyday l i fe. Moments o f human engagement are therefore invented to provide 

individuals wi th an experience they are usually denied; an opportunity for creative 

and self-realising action (Ferrell 2001, 2005; Lyng 1990, 2005). 
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2.7 Situating the Research 

Even though pol i t ical instiณtions in Western societies have attempted to reduce the 

risks o f injury in the workplace and in nearly all other areas o f social l i fe, a growing 

number o f individuals attempt to remove society's safety harness and actively search 

out new and excit ing activities. Indeed, it is this contrast between the public agenda to 

reduce the risk o f injury or death wi th some individual 's private agenda to increase 

such risks that originally persuaded Lyng (1990) to encourage and convince 

sociologists that this area o f social l i fe deserves attention. Despite the growing 

amount o f research relating to voluntary risk taking, such activities warrant far more 

attention from ethnographers and qualitative sociologists (Boyne 2003). The majority 

o f work on high-risk sports has pr imari ly relied on questionnaires and surveys to 

investigate the phenomena (see Jack and Ronan 1998; Lipscombe 1996, 1998, 

Shoham, Rose and Kahle 2000; Sterlini and Bryant 2002). Such methods inevitably 

create specific questions before collecting data f rom individuals and can easily 

neglect the very meanings and understandings the subjects, rather than the 

researchers, employ. Without the benefit o f conducting participative fieldwork i t is 

d i f f icul t to adequately explore a social wor ld where members actively construct and 

negotiate their own meanings in relation to their chosen acrivities. The ethnographic 

research conducted by Lyng and Snow (1986) is clearly an exception to this crit icism. 

Nevertheless, as this research primari ly focused on the attitudes o f experienced 

participants there st i l l remains a tremendous opportunity to add significantly to what 

is already known about this social world. 

This research w i l l look beyond the immediacy o f excitement and adrenalin rushes and 

analyse the motivations, behaviours and experiences o f individuals who voluntari ly 
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seek high-risk activities in specific social contexts. The examination w i l l be given 

substantive focus through the empirical investigation o f skydiving, which has obvious 

prominence as high-risk behaviour. Bui ld ing upon previous sociological research that 

has explored high-risk activities, the fo l lowing chapters o f this thesis consider the 

various reasons why individuals are attracted to an activity that is close to the 

metaphorical edge by adopting an alternative approach. The work w i l l describe the 

complex processes and stages an individual has to go through before becoming a 

licensed skydiver. Drawing on data generated from conducting f ieldwork, together 

w i th a number o f in-depth interviews, I w i l l seek to examine what previous 

sociological research has overlooked: the embodied techniques and procedures that 

take the individual f rom being a complete novice to a competent skydiver. This 

research w i l l also adopt a different approach than those studies that claim to have 

uncovered the various personality types and individual predispositions that motivate 

certain people to participate in high risk sports (see Bernard 1968; Klausner 1967; 

Ogi lv ie 1974). By focusing attention on the social and moral (Goff tnan 1961) 

experiences involved in becoming a skydiver I intend to reveal the ways in which the 

neophyte's attiณdes towards skydiving change as they become immersed wi th in the 

skydiving community. 

Adopt ing a developmental approach (Becker 1953) w i l l also al low an investigation 

into the participants changing perceptions o f fear and risk and to consider the extent to 

which novice and experienced skydivers recognise their activities to be particularly 

dangerous or extreme. Nevertheless, I w i l l not attempt to draw a distinction between 

rational and irrational assessments o f risk. Adopt ing a similar approach to Tul loch and 

Lupton (2003) I w i l l be concerned wi th investigating the meanings that are imputed to 

risk and how these meanings relate to skydiving related activities. Rather than 
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viewing risk as static or objective phenomena, I intend to highl ight how perceptions 

o f 'acceptable' and 'unacceptable' risks are constantly negotiated and serve to 

maintain symbolic boundaries wi th in the skydiving community. Particular attention 

w i l l therefore be given to current debates concerning identity in order to consider the 

importance o f group membership in structuring responses to risk. Here I w i l l be 

concerned w i th the gradual process o f socialisation that occurs to the neophyte when 

they enter the social wor ld o f skydiving in order to examine how participation 

provides the opportunity to construct and actively negotiate a desirable social identity. 

As I shall demonstrate, becoming a skydiver involves far more than learning to 

skydive. The positive social relationships formed at the drop zone not only encourage 

continued participation but also rati fy participants identity as a skydiver and provide a 

strong sense o f 'communitas' (Turner 1969) that has the potential to transcend 

everyday l i fe. This research aims to determine how successful Lyng 's classifying 

concept o f 'edgework' is for understanding high-risk behaviour and also intends to 

make an important contribution to the l imited empirical research that challenges 

sociologists who tend to make generalisations about how individuals respond to risk 

in their everyday practices. The fo l lowing chapters aim to make an important 

empirical contribution to the contemporary debate. 
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з 
Methods and Data 

3.1 Introduction 

The aim o f this chapter is to describe and just i fy the methods that have been 

employed to conduct this research. Specific attention w i l l be given to theoretical and 

practical issues relating to ethnographic observation and semi-structured intervieพร. 

Here I w i l l be concerned w i th outl ining the init ial advantages and l imitations o f using 

these particular methods as wel l as reflecting on several methodological dilemmas 

that occurred during the research. I w i l l therefore be focusing upon the overall 

research process, the techniques employed in order to gain access and bui ld trust at 

the drop zone, the transition that occurred after 'coming out ' in order to conduct overt 

rather than covert research, and ethical issues inherent in the research. Final ly I seek 

to describe the inductive approach I adopted to analyse my data and to explain how 

and why I used the computer software package N V i v o to facilitate this process. 

3.2 Background and Research Design 

This research adopts a constructionist epistemology and seeks to provide an 

іпїефгеЇІуе understanding o f the wor ld o f skydiving. Rather than believing that an 

objective truth or meaning is somewhere 'out there' wait ing to be discovered (see 

Addelson 1990; Lyman 2002; Rorty 1999)， a constructionist epistemology focuses on 

how the meanings that social actors employ to understand the wor ld are socially 

assembled and constantly negotiated throughout the course o f everyday l i fe. From this 

perspective, all meaningful reality is viewed as being contingent on intersubjective 

human practices, and is actively constructed in and through interaction between 
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human beings and their environment (Crotty 1998). This epistemologica! position 

informed the combined research methods I employed in order to describe and analyse 

al l levels o f the skydiving experience. 

Three main methods were used throughout the research. Participant and non-

participant observation was conducted at a local Drop Zone for a period o f f ifteen 

months (March 2003 一 June 2004). This strategy al lowed the opportunity to be a 

direct witness to relevant events, appreciate the skills and routines skydivers need to 

master and to generally bu i ld rapport w i th skydivers at the parachute centre. A 

considerable amount o f t ime was also spent w i th skydivers away from the drop zone. 

Informal gatherings proved to be a rich source o f data (see Celsi et al. 1993; Lyng and 

Snow 1986) as i t was precisely in such settings that skydivers expressed their feelings 

and motivations for their prolonged participation. In addition, fourteen in-depth semi-

structoed interviews were conducted varying in length between one and three hours. 

The participants ranged f rom 20 to 53 years o f age and f ive o f the interviewees were 

women. This sample reflects the high proport ion o f male skydivers at the drop zone. 

Data f rom my fíeldwork was therefore suDported by a series o f interviews and the 

data from both my fíeldwork and interviews were used to ' i l luminate the other' 

(Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 131). This strategy complimented my active 

membership role (Alder and Alder 1987) and enabled me to 'tease out participants 

background expectancies and systematically question their routinised understandings' 

(Monnaghan 2002: 697). The interviewees were specifically chosen to represent the 

di f fer ing stages o f progression wi th in a skydiving career and the recruitment o f 

interviewees was facilitated by gaining the trust o f informants whilst conducting 

52 



f ieldwork. A l l interviews were based on the principle o f informed consent (Homan 

1991) and guided by the B.ร.A. Research Ethics Code. 

Finally, documentary sources such as the Bri t ish Parachuting Association reports, 

manufacturer's brochures, skydiving magazines, skydiving related websites, training 

films and skydiving videos and DVDs. These secondary sources provided 'checks' 

(Neuman 1994) on the data provided by interviewees together wi th my own 

observations whi lst conducting f ield work. 

A l l interviews, field notes and documentary sources were continually analysed for 

categories and emerging themes. Analysis o f transcripts and field notes was facilitated 

by the use o f N V i v o software, and the analysis was an on-going process throughout 

the period o f the research fo l lowing the interviews and field work. In the next section 

o f this chapter I describe the practical achievement o f data collection and analysis in 

more detail. 

3.3 Participant observation 

From the outset I appreciated that this research required a selection o f methods that 

would enable a thorough exploration o f the wor ld o f skydiving in order to explain, 

reveal and understand the meanings that skydivers use to make sense of their pre

occupation. As skydivers constantly manage, manipulate and negotiate meanings and 

іпіефгеїаїіопз which are often concealed f rom the viewpoint o f outsiders (see 

Douglas 1976), I needed to focus on the everyday l i fe as seen f rom the perspective o f 

the skydivers themselves. To investigate and uncover this 'fundamental reality' 

(Jorgensen 1989), it was necessary to directly immerse myself in the wor ld o f 

skydiving and assume the role o f the actors being researched. As Fontana maintains, 
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'becoming involved in the phenomena to be studied is generally the only effective 

way to penetrate the fronts that often hide the actions o f human beings' (1980: 173). 

Despite the various criticisms o f participant observation (see Easthope 1974; Brown 

1973) no other method would have allowed such access to the social wor ld o f 

skydiving (Suttles 1967) or to generate findings and theoretical insights directly based 

on concrete human realities (Benson and Hughes 1983). In contrast to the survey, 

which necessarily is planned on the basis o f what the researcher expects to discover, 

participant observation creates possibilities for encountering unexpected and 

unanticipated discoveries. Participant observation also provides more flexibility than 

other methods such as questionnaires. Not only do the latter methods fai l to capture 

how individuals behave in real l i fe situations, but they also restrict the informant's 

responses by insisting on a set o f pre-arranged responses or by imposing l imits upon 

the amount o f space for a response. As Whyte (1984) has recognised, the method o f 

participant observation can offer learning opportunities and insights that cannot be 

duplicated by any other method. 

M y role as a participant observer was to explore the dynamics o f taken for granted 

behaviour and to discover, observe and understand the values, norms, rules o f conduct 

and categories that typ i iy the skydiving community f rom the inside. This research is 

therefore grounded in the point o f v iew o f those wi th in the skydiving community 

rather than the result o f theoretical contemplation. The methodological decision to 

'get inside the defining process o f the actor in order to understand his action' (Blumer 

1986: 16) was not taken l ight ly. Capณring the here and now o f typical, routine and 

mundane everyday l i fe at a drop zone would require a serious commitment over an 

extended period o f time. Whi ls t that was always my guiding commitment, I was ful ly 

aware that the first days and even weeks in the field wou ld provide l i t t le or no data o f 
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lasting value (Whyte 1984). I t would also take time and energy to adjust to an 

unfamil iar environment, make contacts and generally gain the acceptance and trust o f 

the skydivers at the centre. Even after the field work had been completed, I was under 

no i l lusion concerning the months o f analysis that would sti l l be required after my 

ini t ial observations. I was aware o f May 's warning that participant observation could 

be 'the most personally demanding and analytically d i f f icul t method o f social 

research to undertake' (1997: 138), but as far as I was concerned it was the only 

approach that could 'get close' to the social wor ld o f skydiving in order 'to know 

what is going on in i t , (Blumer 1969: 38). Lyng (1998) has also highlighted the 

importance o f participant observation for penetrating the meanings surrounding high-

risk activities. Reflecting on his research on 'edgework', he recalled how skydivers 

were unsympathetic to his ini t ial enquires: 

When I asked h im to talk about the freefall experience, he responded, " I f you 

want to know what i t 's l ike, then do i t ! " I t became clear that the nature o f my 

study would dictate the use o f research methods orientøted to the l ived 

experience o f my subjects. I would have to become a participant observer in 

order to penetrate the meaning strucณres surrounding these activities (1998: 

222). 

In a similar way to Lyng, I also found that many skydivers believed that the unique 

experience o f skydiving was ineffable. Not only was it an experience that could not be 

put into words, but skydivers firmly believed that only other skydivers could possibly 

understand their experiences. One o f my informants actually stated that the only 

reason he was talking to me was because I was 'learning to do it՝ myself. Al though I 
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would have to overcome my fear o f heights, and I might have to engage in situations 

that could compromise my safety, such a strategy was essentia] throughout my 

research for gaining trust w i th both neophytes and experienced skydivers at the drop 

zone. 

3.4 Access and Field Work 

Although other researchers (see Hammersley and Atkinson 1995) have experienced 

serious problems negotiating access, to a certain extent gaining access to the local 

drop zone was a matter o f 'ณming up，. Nevertheless, whi lst no process o f negotiation 

was required in order to enrol for the R.A.P.ร. training course, access is rarely as 

straightforward as it may init ial ly appear (Burgess 1984; Douglas 1976). As 

Hammersley and Atkinson explain: 

The problem o f access is not resolved once one has gained entry to a setting, 

since this by no means guarantees access to all the data available w i th in it. 

No t al l parts o f the setting w i l l be equally open to observation, and not 

everyone may be w i l l ing to talk (1995: 79). 

I recognised that simply turning up was only the first stage of a complex and drawn-

out process o f gaining access to this particular research setting. The first di lemma I 

needed to resolve was whether I should adopt an overt or covert strategy to conduct 

the f ield work. Af ter much deliberation I finally decided that I would start my 

research by adopting a covert strategy as I believed that tell ing the whole truth at this 

stage could influence the behaviour o f the skydivers at the centre. Even though I 

almost felt that I should reveal my intentions f rom the start o f my research, I decided 

not to 'come out, in order not to interfere w i th the 'normal ' course o f activities at the 
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drop zone (also see Humphreys 1970; Wal l is 1977). Af ter registering for the R.A.P.ร. 

training course the Chief Central Instructor believed that I was simply someone who 

was interested in taking up skydiving. As the fo l lowing extract f rom my fieldnotes 

demonstrates: 

I was tempted to explain that I was carrying out research on skydiving, 

and I was prepared to offer a detailed explanation o f my research 

interests. No one else was wait ing to speak to h im. He was 

enthusiastically explaining the various disciplines o f skydiving and 

asked me why I was interested in taking up the sport. This was a 

perfect opportunity for being completely open and honest. I resisted 

the temptation. I decided against providing a detailed summary o f my 

research and informed h im that I had always l iked the idea o f 

skydiving, that it was something that I had wanted to experience for 

years but never got round to. Such an account was far f rom the truth, 

and I certainly would not be signing up for a static line parachute jump 

i f it was not for my research. I felt my deceit was just i f ied and my 

justif ications were similar to many other ethnographers. I did not want 

to be treated dif ferently from anyone else and I was worr ied about 

causing any unnecessary suspicion. 

Al though I was aware o f the serious ethical issues concerning covert research (see 

Bulmer 1982, Erikson 1967, Мифһу and Dingwal l 2001, Rosenhan 1973) I reassured 

mysel f that I wou ld not be adopting a covert role throughout the whole o f my 

f ieldwork. Aside from ethical concerns, the adoption o f a covert role for the entire 
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research would have also placed severe constraints on my findings. I would have 

access only to situations in which I directly participated and I would not be in a 

position to arrange any interviews. Using a similar technique to Wal l is (19フ7) my 

covert role was an init ial , temporary and convenient strategy for understanding the 

ways in which the complete novice is processed and how they are treated by other 

skydivers at the centre. For the first nine weeks I adopted a covert role. I attended the 

training course, talked and listened to other students and skydivers, made several 

static line jumps and asked as many questions as possible. Al though W o l f (1991) 

admitted to asking too many questions whilst conducting research on bikers, the 

majori ty o f skydivers and instructors expected such questions f rom enthusiastic 

students, and as far as I am aware my continuous questioning did not cause any 

suspicion. I adopted a 'participating-in-order-to-write' approach (Emerson et al. 2001: 

356) and orienณted my 'consciousness to the task o f remembering' significant events 

(Lof land and Lof land 1995: 90). I trained myself to make mental notes o f my 

surroundings, impressions, and conversations in order to wri te up detailed fieldnotes. 

Whi ls t in the field I also secretly made jotted notes (Emerson et al. 1995) in order to 

assist my memory for wr i t ing up detailed accounts. Such jotted notes consisted o f 

particular scenes, key words, specific terminology and even phrases. Thankful ly I did 

not have to resort to the toilet to make these notes (see Dit ton 1977). On one occasion 

I used an unused classroom at the drop zone, but I usually made notes in my car 

which I always parked away from the main hangar to avoid detection. I just i f ied my 

short absences in a variety o f ways: ' I ' m just going to get my sandwiches from the 

car'; T m just going to make a quick phone ca l l ' ; ' I think I left my gloves in the car, 

back in a moment ' ; T v e left my money in the car' etc. I learned how to j o t down 

important notes extremely quickly, and such a strategy was useful for recalling 
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information and reconstructing events at the end o f the day. M y observations as a 

covert researcher generated pages o f detailed fieldnotes and I started to successfully 

bui ld rapport w i th other รณdents at the centre. 

Af ter several weeks I was also on first name terms w i th some o f the instructors who 

viewed me as a committed student, w i l l i ng to attend the revision training even though 

the weather restricted the opportunity to jump. Nevertheless, apart from the 

occasional br ief conversation w i th several o f the regular sky d i vers, my observations 

were largely restricted to the training procedures, other novice students and various 

instructors. In order to gain access to the regular skydivers I wou ld have to take my 

research to the next stage and adopt an overt approach to my f ieldwork. Mak ing this 

transition generated a certain amount o f anxiety as I was worr ied about how my 

fel low students, instructors and skydivers would react when they knew I was 

conducting research. I spent a considerable amount o f t ime thinking up an appropriate 

and convincing ' te l l ing՝ story (Goffman 1989) in order to make this necessary 

transition as smooth as possible. 

I needed to work out a tel l ing story that was not an 'absolute l ie ' (Goffman 1989: 127) 

and would not make my informants unduly suspicious (see Hamm 2005). I found 

Douglas's (1976) suggestions particularly interesting in this respect. According to 

Douglas there are various non threatening strategies a researcher can adopt. One such 

strategy involves deliberate misperception: 

One can play the boob to look l ike he's no threat and to flatter their 

pretensions to intelligence. This misperception is enhanced by using the hair-

brained academic ploy, which consists o f the researcher tel l ing them he's 
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doing a theoretical study that is so abstract i t could never hurt or help anyone 

- and couldn't even be understood by anyone except hair-brained academics. 

It is especially effective to tell them in some detail how, "We ' re doing a 

phenomenological-ethnomethodological reduction o f your natural attitude in 

order to display and document the invariant interpretive procedures which 

are constiณtive o f the transcendental-ego and hence o f intersubjective 

cognit ion." I f that isn't good enough, the researcher can tel l them that he 

w i l l , o f course, submit al l o f his findings to the members for "triangulated 

member validations" and the conclusions, once cleared by them, w i l l have no 

substantive or practical relevance to anyone (Douglas 1976: 170). 

Al though I felt confident that I could successfully adopt this strategy, I needed to 

convince skydivers that the research was interesting so they would agree to be 

interviewed. As I had already adopted a covert role, I also felt that I should now be 

more open about my research rather than deliberately generating confusion 

surrounding my intentions. Nevertheless, I did not want the skydivers to realise that I 

was only interested in studying them as I could be denied access to certain social 

settings, activities, and conversations. Here Douglas' advice is particularly helpful: 

. . .we have found that probably the most effective way o f convincing the 

members that one is not a major risk to them is to use the various ploys o f 

indirection. The best way for a researcher to gain entrée when they are afraid 

o f research is to convince them that he is not really studying them, even 

though he is seeking permission to do just that. He tries to show them that he 

is studying them only because he is really studying something else wi th 

which they are slightly involved (1976: 170). 
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Taking Douglas' advice, I devised a tel l ing story based on indirection. I would inform 

the skydivers that I was studying extreme sports as opposed to skydiving itself. As I 

was researching this area, I wou ld claim that I had decided to participate myself and 

skydiving seemed like the most obvious and accessible choice. I would sti l l maintain 

that I had always been attracted to skydiving, but simply add that as I was researching 

extreme sports I now had a perfect opportunity to 'give i t a go' . I f I was asked why I 

had not informed anyone over the past nine weeks, I would claim that I had not 

decided whether my central empirical focus should be on rock cl imbing, white water 

raft ing or skydiving, and although it was a hard decision, I had f inal ly decided that 

skydiving had the most potential. This technique would al low me to ask skydivers i f 

they would be w i l l ing to be interviewed, but they might also believe that the wor ld o f 

skydiving was only part o f my research. Such an approach seemed plausible, although 

I felt uncertain as to how successful this story would work in practice. I convinced 

mysel f o f my own story and rehearsed it unti l I was confident enough to convincingly 

use it during my fieldwork. It was now just a matter o f wait ing for the right 

opportunity. 

Such an opportunity took me by surprise and occurred shortly after I f inal ly settled on 

my story. Af ter my fourth j ump one o f the skydivers approached me and explained 

how I had flared the parachute slightly early and asked me other questions relating to 

my jump. Such coaching was not unusual and as this skydiver (Steve) worked in the 

reception, he knew how many times I had jumped and had previously offered 

encouraging comments relating to my progression. He informed me that my technique 

was 'pretty good' for my fourth j ump and asked i f I was staying around for a drink in 

the bar. Such an invitation had not previously occurred. I casually replied 'yeah' and 
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stated how I deserved a dr ink after jumping out o f a plane. As I removed my 

parachute f rom my back and took o f f the skydiving overalls I knew that this was the 

opportunity I had been preparing mysel f for. I rehearsed the story in my mind as I 

watched a group o f skydivers come in to the main hangar after the last l i f t o f the day. 

I størted to feel increasingly nervous about what I was about to do. I tried not to think 

about the potential, and possibly disastrous, consequences. As it was Sunday, there 

were only a few skydivers in the bar. I bought a drink and pre-occupied mysel f by 

looking at the various skydiving photographs scattered around the bar. Af ter a few 

minutes Steve came over and sat on a stool next to me. He ordered a drink and we 

continued our conversation about skydiving. He then asked me why I decided to take 

up the sport. M y response was direct and to the point: 'We l l , ľ m асШаІІу carrying out 

research on extreme sports and I 've always l iked the idea o f skydiving so I thought 

I 'd give i t a go,. Steve reacted posit ively and I provided a br ief summary o f my 

research interests. He asked i f I had interviewed anyone at the drop zone and I 

explained how I intended to approach skydivers over the next few weeks. I asked h im 

i f he thought skydivers at the centre would agree to being interviewed: 'Yeah, I mean 

some won' t , but most skydivers I know are pretty egotistical! I don' t think you ' l l have 

a problem getting people to talk about themselves.' Steve agreed to being interviewed 

and said that he was intrigued as to what k ind o f questions I would ask. He also 

mentioned the names o f various skydivers who I should talk to: 'Have you met X , 

he ' l l be good to talk է๙ - 'How about Y , he had a really dangerous malfunction the 

other day' etc. I certainly was not expecting such helpful advice, and I hardly had to 

use any o f my tel l ing story to jus t i fy myself. Steve actually seemed to be interested in 

my research and I was pleased that I had not decided on using Douglas's 'hair-brained 

academic ploy*. Steve introduced me to two other skydivers in the bar. They asked me 
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how many jumps I had made and told me to 'stick wi th i t ' . Al though I had confessed 

to Steve about my research, I did not feel that i t was necessary to suddenly tell 

everyone I met. Now that Steve knew, I was confident that the word would gradually 

spread around the drop zone. He also said that he was w i l l ing to introduce me to other 

skydivers who might be interested in taking part the fo l lowing Saturday. I felt 

satisfied w i th the progress that I had made. I would no longer be conducting covert 

research and I had made a good contact w i th someone who was clearly w i l l i ng to 

introduce me to other sky d i vers. Al though I had made a positive start, this was only 

the beginning o f my overt role, a role I was soon to realise that made some o f the 

skydivers suspicious o f my асШаІ intentions. 

When I returned to the drop zone the fo l lowing weekend I knew that my overt role 

would br ing a new dimension to my research. As Steve worked at the drop zone and 

clearly knew many o f the regulars, I felt as i f the tables had ณmed. Not only did I 

want to know about them, but the skydivers would now also want to know about me, 

who I was and why I wanted to interview them. I would now have to be prepared to 

answer questions relating to my research, and I could be questioned by anyone at any 

t ime. Now that I had voluntari ly taken o f f my disguise I felt exposed as I could no 

longer simply pretend to be 'one o f them' . The first noticeable difference as an overt 

researcher occurred as I was trying on various skydiving overalls w i th two other 

students in the main hangar. This was the stage just before 'getting kitted up' in the 

flight line ready to jump. I was therefore beginning so feel extremely nervous, trying 

to reassure mysel f that I could remember al l the important safety procedures. I noticed 

Steve walk ing over wi th another skydiver. He was laughing at my jump suit which 

was clearly too small. I smiled, made a geรณre to conf i rm that it looked ridiculous, 
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and started to find a larger one: 'That 's the problem' Steve stated 'those things only 

come in two sizes. Too small and too b ig ' . I agreed. He then introduced me to Paul 

and informed me that he had done 'loads o f jumps ' . I stopped try ing to f ind another 

j ump suit and looked interested. Paul confirmed that he had been jumping for years 

before asking about my research: 'So you're doing research on extreme sports?' I 

agreed and he looked confused, 'What do you want to know about skydivers then?' 

Al though I had tried to prepare myself for this type o f question» the last thing I wanted 

to do was to explain about my research just before I was going to jump. M y usual pre-

j u m p гішаї involved focusing my attention on what I was about to do and try ing to 

deal w i th my increasing nerves by concentrating on my breathing. Such techniques 

were not available now. 1 had to explain mysel f to Paul. I also noticed how the other 

รณdents who were trying on jump suits had overheard his question and looked 

intrigued. I provided a br ief synopsis o f my overall research, although I mainly 

focused on how I was interested in exploring skydiver'ร perceptions o f risk. I 

explained that I intended to interview skydivers w i th varying degrees o f experience 

and how I hoped that some people at the drop zone would be w i l l i ng to take part. By 

this stage the other students were wai t ing for me wearing their skydiving jump suits. I 

continued talking whilst searching for a j ump suit and it was obvious that I was 

holding the other students up. Al though Paul clearly had other questions about my 

research, they both wished me luck for the jump and left me to get prepared. I f inal ly 

found a jump suit that roughly fitted and walked over to the flight line wi th the other 

students who were also asking about my research. L ike Steve, these students were 

positive about my intentions and informed me o f various dangerous scenarios that 

they had heard about. I was openly talking about my research, and apart from the very 
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direct question f rom Paul, I did not feel that the other students were at all suspicious. I 

believed that I had successfully started to make the transition f rom a covert to overt 

researcher, and I looked forward to being introduced to other skydivers and try ing to 

arrange some interviews. 

That evening I met several o f the regular sky di vers. As promised, Steve introduced 

me to a couple o f regulars who were dr inking w i th a group o f skydivers in the bar. 

Steve introduced me to Stewart, whose response demonstrated that he had been 

briefed. The fo l lowing fieldnote сарШгеร the scene: 

ahh, you 're the extreme sports guy. He then proceeded to inform the 

whole group that I was the guy who 's doing research on extreme 

sports, 'He wants to interview everyone!! ' His humour and the overall 

group response were not hostile and I laughed w i th them. ' I f that's O K 

wi th you ' I light-heartedly responded. O h hold 0๙ Stewart states, 'has 

the interview started yet' he is now raising his voice, making sure that 

everyone can hear 'are you secretly recording this, am I being 

interviewed now'. I confidently tel l h im that the interview had 

'definitely not started'. Stewart laughed at another sky di vers' 

suggestion that I should be ' f r isked' before introducing people to me. I 

explained that I was notoriously bad at remembering names and sat 

down w i th the group. 

That evening I spoke to many different skydivers about my research and listened to 

their experiences. The majority o f skydivers were forthcoming about their views 

relating to the risks associated wi th skydiving, and seemed pleased to provide 
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humorous examples such as how one skydiver recently 'd id a beach j u m p ' and landed 

on a sunbather in Jersey. I also learned that Stewart had no interest in 'doing base' 

(B.A.S.E. jumping) but l iked the idea o f jumping from a hot-air balloon, how Andrew 

was saving up to ' jump in Cal i fornia' and how Paul refused to believe that skydivers 

were ' just a bunch o f adrenalin addicts'. I also received advice about how to progress 

and learnt about the various stages I wou ld have to complete i f I was to become a 

licensed skydiver. I was pleased to receive such advice as I was determined to be seen 

as both a researcher and a committed student. B y the end o f the evening several o f the 

skydivers had agreed in principle to being interviewed. Even though some skydivers 

were clearly indifferent to my research I considered the evening a success. One 

skydiver even said that I could only interview h im in the plane whilst c l imbing to 

altiณde and that I was not al lowed to take any notes. Other skydivers laughed at his 

unreasonable conditions and although he was only jok ing I knew that he was not 

interested in taking part. 

That evening was a matter o f talking about my research in order to generate enough 

interest so that some o f the skydivers would be w i l l i ng to be interviewed. Our 

conversations therefore focused on skydiving related issues and I answered various 

questions relating to my research. Nevertheless, over the course o f my f ie ldwork I 

attended various 'socials' both at and away from the drop zone, took part i n dr inking 

games and explored subjects completely unrelated to skydiving. Al though the main 

topic o f conversation would always revolve around skydiving, I also discussed a 

diverse range o f topics w i th individual skydivers - films, television comedies, 

President George. พ . Bush, music, motorbikes and even philosophy. I started to 

develop friendships w i th some o f the skydivers and exchanged views and opinions on 
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a number o f different topics. One o f the skydivers studied philosophy at Cambridge 

which resulted in various interesting discussions. Our first discussion concerned the 

possibil ity o f time travel: 

He seems to be roughly my age and after roughly twenty minutes we 

both realise we shared an interest in philosophy. He is particularly 

interested is in the possibilities o f time travel, especially travell ing 

back in time. He explained various paradoxes about what would 

happen i f you could travel back in time and k i l l your grandfather, and 

made more general comments about free-wi l l and determinism. I asked 

h im i f he had read any novels by de Beauvoir or Sartre. Unfortunately 

he was less then enthusiastic about my interest in existentialism: 

'Th ing is, that stuffs just out there'. I laugh wi th h im. I 'm not about to 

get into a heated debate. We talk about the division between analytic 

and continental philosophy and he informed me why there definitely 

should be one. We soon found common ground wi th Bertrand 

Russell's History of Western Philosophy, and discussed Russell'ร 

views o f various philosophers such as Heidegger and Dewey. Af ter 

this br ief interlude we are back to the subject o f time travel again and 

he provides further interesting examples out o f films such as The 

Terminator, The Matr ix and The Time Machine. 

Other diverse topics included discussing the music o f Mar i lyn Manson and Nirvana ( I 

managed to gain credibi l i ty wi th two skydivers as I saw Nirvana play l ive shortly 

before the lead singer committed suicide), wr i t ing lyrics and playing acoustic guitar, 
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as wel l as trying to give constructive advice to one skydiver who suffered from 

depression. Talk ing about subjects which were not related to skydiving provided a 

perfect opportunity to bui ld relationships and gain the trust o f my informants. Despite 

gaining the confidence o f many skydivers Stewart continued to refer to me as 'the 

extreme sports guy' for the duration o f my research and as an overt researcher I 

always felt that I was never totally accepted. I would always feel awkward when 

Stewart shouted out ' I t 's the extreme sports guy' or 'how's the research going?' 

whi lst I was completing my revision training w i th other students or walk ing out to the 

plane to make another jump. I felt that such comments would only encourage 

suspicion amongst other skydivers. On one occasion two o f the students who I had 

trained wi th whi lst conducting covert research confronted me in the canteen: 'You 

know when you asked us how we felt before doing our first jump? You weren't 

actually concerned at al l were you, you just wanted to know because o f your 

research'. This required a diplomatic response. I tried to assure both students that I 

was acณally concerned about how they felt, and that although I was a researcher I was 

also a student, feeling the same fears and both seeking and providing the same 

reassurances that everyone else does. I felt that I was only partially successful in 

regaining their trust. As an overt researcher I sti l l preferred to make jotted notes in 

private although I could now directly ask skydivers to clar i fy particular information or 

explain terminology without feeling suspicious. Indeed, I felt that my f ieldwork was a 

continuous balancing act between my two roles o f a committed parachute รณdent and 

inquisitive researcher. Both o f these roles were essential to my research and also 

ensured against a particular ethnographic dilemma: that o f becoming either a 'non-

participating observer' or a 'non-observing participant' (Johnson cited in Whyte 1984: 

28-29). 
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3.5 Interviews 

Qualitative interviews can provide important and detailed data directly from those 

who participate in the social wor ld being studied and can therefore compliment 

ethnographic research projects based on participant observation (Hopf 2004). To have 

solely relied on participant observation would have caused unnecessary drawbacks. 

For example, subcultural understandings that are simply known by informants may 

remain unspoken and could result i n valuable data being lost (Monaghan 2002). 

Interviews can also assist the researcher in gaining access to situations that would 

otherwise be left unexplored by the participant observer. As Burgess has suggested, 

the decision to conduct interviews has three distinct advantages: first, interviews can 

be used to 'gain access to the biography o f an individual or to obtain a career history'; 

second, 'they can be used to obtain details o f siณations which the researcher did not 

witness'; and f inal ly interviews can be used to Obtain details o f situations' where 

those under study do not wish to be observed (1984: 106). The interview can therefore 

enable the researcher to fu l ly explore 'closed' siณations and cri t ical ly question the 

meanings that interviewees place on their actions (Heyl 2001). As w i th all strategies 

o f research, there are various l imitations o f conducting interviews that the researcher 

needs to be aware o f (Bailey 1994), One o f the l imitations concerns the amount o f 

time required to conduct a number o f interviews. Arranging interview locations and 

times, rescheduling appointments and transcribing the interviews were all extremely 

t ime consuming processes. One o f the main criticisms concerns the danger o f bias 

creeping into the interview process. Borg highlights some o f the problemร that can 

occur: 
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Eagerness o f the respondent to please the interviewer, a vague antagonism 

that sometimes arises between the interviewer and respondent, or the 

tendency o f the interviewer to seek out the answers that support his 

preconceived notions are but a few o f the factors that may contribute to 

biasing o f data obtained for the interview (1981: 87). 

Gavron was also aware o f the dangers o f bias whi lst conducting interviews wi th 

young mothers: ' I t is d i f f icul t to see how this can be completely avoided, but 

awareness o f the problem plus constant self control can help' (1966: 159). As long as 

the researcher is aware o f such crit icisms and avoids asking loaded questions, 

interviews do have the potential o f providing detailed and highly i l luminat ing data. 

The main advantage o f the interview is its adaptability. I t al lows the possibil i ty o f 

adapting to each interviewee, to fo l low up ideas, probe responses and investigate 

motives and feelings. The tone o f voice, facial expression, hesitation, together w i th 

other factors that occur during a face-to-face interview can provide information that 

would be concealed by a writ ten response. As Bel l (1989) has noted, questionnaire 

responses have to be taken at face value, but a response in an interview can be 

developed and clarif ied. Moser and Kal ton describe the interview as 'a conversation 

between interviewer and respondent wi th the purpose o f el icit ing certain information 

f rom the respondent' (1971: 271). Al though this may appear to be a straightforward 

process, Moser and Kalton do emphasise that the attainment o f a successful interview 

is far more complex than their statement suggests. This complexity is captured by 

Wiseman and Aron (1972) who compare the interview process to a fishing expedition, 

an analogy that has been developed by Cohen who stated that ' l ike f ishing, 

interviewing is an activity requiring care fill preparation, much patience and 
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considerable practice i f the evenณal reward is l ikely to be a worthwhi le catch' (1976: 

82), Such advice prepared me for the process I was about to undertake, although I sti l l 

needed to address the various practical and theoretical concerns relating to the type o f 

interview that I should carry out. 

There were essentially three different types and styles o f interview that I could have 

employed to conduct this research. The ful ly structured interview would not have 

been appropriate for this research as having a pre-determined set o f questions 

suggested that I already understood the social-cultural wor ld o f the skydiver. As 

Cohen and Taylor noted in relation to their work on prisoners 'The men knew much 

more about the tCRİtory than we did and to constrain them within our categories 

would have been presumptuous' (1972: 35). The opposite o f this technique is the 

unstructured and completely informal interview. Al though this strategy was more 

appealing than the structured approach I needed to make sure that each interview 

covered similar topics in order to make comparisons between the interview data. I 

therefore decided upon conducting several semi-strucณred interviews which had the 

potential to reveal previously unforeseen insights into the social wor ld o f the 

skydiver. L ike the structured approach, the semi-strucณred interview also involves 

constructing various questions in advance, but i t also allows the freedom to modi fy 

questions depending on individual responses. This particular technique provided the 

flexibility to modi fy the order o f questions according to the particular context o f the 

conversation, provide explanations and to leave out particular questions that no longer 

seem relevant or may have been revealed by previous questions. The amount o f time 

given to each topic was determined by the interviewee, and the sequencing was 

largely determined by their individual responses to the previous question. The 

majori ty o f my questions were open questions (Robson 1993) being prefixed by 
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words such as who, where, what, why and when. Ask ing open as opposed to closed 

questions provided the necessary scope and depth for generating interesting data. As 

Cohen and Manion suggest: 

They are flexible: they w i l l al low the interviewer to probe so that he may go 

into more depth i f he chooses, or clear up any misunderstandings； they 

enable the interviewer to test the l imits o f a respondents knowledge; they 

encourage co-operation and rapport; and they al low the interviewer to make 

a truer assessment o f what the respondent really believes. Open-ended 

situations can also result in unexpected or unanticipated answers which may 

suggest hitherto unthought֊of relationships and hypotheses (1980: 313). 

I worked out a number o f open interview questions (Appendix 2) and topics to 

explore from ideas and themes that had emerged f rom analysing my field notes. M y 

interview questions covered a range o f topics including issues relating to their 

skydiving career, how their friends and family reacted, whether they believed 

skydiving to be a high-risk sport and i f they believed that skydivers were 

misunderstood by those outside the skydiving community. Fortunately, I had already 

completed much o f the ground work in seeking permission to interview certain 

individuals and I was now in a position to arrange dates and times wi th key 

informants and start the interview process. 

In order to ensure my sample represented the different levels o f experience I carried 

out fourteen in depth semi-structured interviews w i th individuals who were at 

different levels o f their skydiving career. Al though two o f the interviews could not be 

recorded as they were spontaneously arranged at the drop zone, twelve o f the 
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interviews were al l recorded and fu l ly transcribed. Despite Bel l 's (1989) warnings 

concerning how long it takes to transcribe an interview, all the recorded interviews 

were transcribed and I became extremely famil iar w i th the data. This was a useful 

process for identi fying particular themes relevant for analysis. Recording the 

interviews clearly has additional benefits to simply relying on taking notes during the 

interview. Not only could I lose valuable data, but eye contact would be infrequent 

and the interaction would be affected by the pauses that would inevitably take place in 

order to write down what the interviewee said. Notes are also open to doubts about 

val idi ty since respondents are not usually invited to check the accuracy o f what note-

takers have recorded. 

The use o f qualitative interviews as a data generation method raises several general 

ethical issues (Mason 2002). For example, the interview process can be a rather 

daunting prospect for some informants and it was necessary to employ various 

strategies to make the respondents feel that they had some degree o f control during 

the interview (Oliver 2004). A t the start o f each interview I provided a br ie f summary 

about the aims o f my research; explained that they could ask me to stop or turn o f f the 

mini-disc at any point during the interview; ensured my interviewees total 

confidentiality and how I would use pseudonyms throughout the research. Before 

each interview I also expl ici t ly asked their permission to record the interview and 

explained that I would be the only person to listen to the interview for the purposes o f 

transcription. No one objected to this process and interviewees quickly forgot that 

they were being recorded. 
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Interviews were conducted in a variety o f locations including the university, the 

personal homes o f the interviewee, pubs, cafes and the drop zone itself. Al though I 

ini t ial ly thought the majority o f interviews would take place at the drop zone, most o f 

my interviewees preferred an alternative and more private location. Interviewees 

believed that other skydivers might 'take the piss' and may even intentionally disrupt 

the intervieพ. Af ter conducting my first interview at the drop zone I also decided it 

would be more beneficial to f ind other locations. Despite conducting the interview in 

an apparently unused room at the drop zone, skydivers stil l walked in and out o f the 

room to collect equipment and consequently made jokes at the interviewees expense: 

'don ' t believe anything he says' 'careful what you say, i t ' l l be used as evidence' etc. I 

felt that such comments disrupted the interview and the interviewee would stop m id 

sentence when someone walked in. We would therefore have to wai t before returning 

to the interview and I would usually have to remind h im about what he was 

previously talking about. A l l the other locations worked wel l and took place without 

any unnecessary disruptions. I tried to suggest quiet venues which were convenient 

and relaxing for the interviewee, and always asked i f the interviewee would prefer to 

meet somewhere else. The aim o f the interview was to create 'an agreeable form o f 

social intercourse' (Webb and Webb 1932: 139) in order to ask questions about topics 

that required ftirther examination. I had to listen careftil ly to the respondent, retain a 

crit ical awareness o f what was being said and probe the respondents' answers in order 

to elicit ' thick descriptions' (Geertz 1973). Dur ing each interview I adopted the role 

o f 'acceptable incompetent' (Neuman 1994) in order to ask questions relating to the 

taken for granted experience o f skydiving. Conducting f ield work clearly helped the 

interview process as interviewees could use specific terminology or talk about 

situations that I was aware of. Often answers would begin wi th 'as you know ' or 'as 
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you ' l l f ind out ' and one interviewee stated how he was pleased not to have to describe 

their experiences to someone who 'd idn ' t have a clue' about jumping. On certain 

occasions I even received advice about how to deal wi th particular situations such as a 

malfunctioned parachute and general tips on how to progress and strategies 

concerning how to cope w i th the fear o f jumping. As I ensured total confidentiality, 

some interviewees confided in me sensitive information in relation to skydiving such 

as discussing other skydivers who they would not j ump wi th . Some interviewees also 

imparted information that was not even related to skydiving such as dissatisfaction at 

work or at home. 

As Burgess has noted, unlike the strucณred approach the researcher conducting an 

unstructured interview can be viewed as 'a fr iend and a confident who shows interest, 

understanding and sympathy in the l i fe o f the person' being interviewed (1984: 103). 

Indeed one o f the advantages o f ethnographic interviewing is that the researcher has 

had time during f ieldwork to bui ld up on-going relationships w i th the key informants 

who have agreed to be interviewed (Heyl 2001). Dur ing my field work I had clearly 

bui l t up enough trust for informants to confide in me during the interviews, and such 

trust was beneficial for revealing insightft i l and sensitive data in relation to their 

experiences at the drop zone. As I had developed relationships w i th my informants, at 

the end o f the interview I could also ask what they thought o f the questions and i f 

there was any topic that they thought I fai led to explore in enough detail and expect an 

honest answer. This technique was interesting for generating new and different 

questions as wel l as generally f inding out their overall impressions o f the interview. 

One o f my interviewees (Adam) posit ively stated ' I d idn ' t know it was possible to ask 

so many questions about skydiv ing! ' and another interviewee (Karl) stated that the 
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interview gave h im 'a lot to think about' and that he would be ' th inking about those 

questions for days'. Some o f the interviewees claimed to enjoy the interview and I 

was pleased that the majority o f interviewees not only provided feedback, but also 

found being interviewed an interesting and thought provoking experience. Overall I 

found that the interview process removed some o f the mystery surrounding my 

presence at the drop zone. Interviewees now knew the type o f questions I was 

interested in and would occasionally add to their ini t ial responses after the interview 

had been conducted. Some o f the skydivers also became genuinely interested in my 

research and asked to be kept informed about my findings. 

3.6 Data Analysis 

As Charmaz and Mi tchel l (2001) have recognised, grounded theory can offer useful 

guidelines in order to enhance the ethnographer'ร conceptual understanding o f 

empirical phenomena. Guided by Glaser and Strauss'ร (1967) inductive approach to 

analysing qualitative data, al l interview transcripts, fieldnotes and secondary sources 

were continuously analysed for categories and emerging themes. Much o f the analysis 

occurred alongside the gradual accumulation o f data and consequently guided the 

directìon o f the รณdy. Analysis was facilitated by the use o f N V i v o software (Gibbs 

2002), and the analysis was an on-going process throughout the period o f research. 

Despite crit icisms o f using such software for conducting qualitative research (see 

Kel le 2004, Silverman 2000), N V i v o had the distinct advantage o f a l lowing large 

amounts o f data to be coded, f i led, retrieved and displayed. This process saves 

valuable t ime and allows the researcher to spend more t ime to develop new analytic 

ideas. Searle has pointed out a number o f advantages concerning the use o f computer 

software for qualitative researchers: 
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...the speed at wh ich programs can carry out sorting procedures on large 

volumes o f data is remarkable. This saves time and effort which might 

otherwise be expended on boring clerical work, perhaps involv ing mounds o f 

photocopied paper, colour coded, sorted into piles on the floor, cut up, pasted 

and so on. In turn, this gives the data analyst more time to think about the 

meaning o f the data, enabling rapid feedback on the results o f particular 

analytic ideas so that new ones can be formulated. Qualitative data anaylsis 

then becomes more devoted to creative and intellectual tasks, less immersed 

in routine (2000: 155-6). 

To have relied on cut and paste techniques for organising textual passages into card 

indexes would have been unnecessary restrictive and t ime consuming (Kel le 2002). 

As this research accumulated large amounts o f data, N V i v o was particularly useful 

for storing and displaying interview transcripts and fieldnotes as wel l as wr i t ing 

memos about the data. Most importantly the N V i v o software al lowed for rigorous 

analysis and played a major role in the analytic process. In accordance wi th an 

inductive based analytic strategy I coded my fieldnotes and transcripts into relevant 

categories and discovered which segments represented each category or categories. 

Once coded the N V i v o software rapidly recovered all the data relating to a 

particular category and enabled constant comparisons to be made between new and 

existing data (Glaser and Strauss 1967). The deliberate construction o f abstract 

categories al lowed for the constant analysis o f emerging themes. Fielding 

demonstrates the importance o f coding data: 
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The role o f coding is to stimulate the identif ication o f analytic themes, 

organise the data so that the strength o f its support for those themes can be 

determined, illustrate themes by providing quotable material, and support 

data reduction by representing its key features and identi fying redundant, 

peripheral or irrelevant data (2001: 456). 

Coding data should therefore be viewed as a fundamental part o f qualitative analysis 

and an interesting tool for thinking about the meaning o f the data, developing 

theoretical categories and reducing the amount o f data gathered. I ini t ial ly read 

through my fieldnotes and interview transcripts and made memos about what 

appeared to be particularly interesting or significant. This process was a beneficial 

technique for reducing the data into manageable amounts (Coffey and Atkinson 

1996). Coding the data involved re-reading and refining my general observations and 

remarks into relevant categories. This procedure involved understanding key words 

used by informants and coding themes, topics and categories as they emerged. This 

enabled the bringing together o f different segments in the data and the creation o f 

categories that had some common property or element (Coffey and Atkinson 1996). 

As Mi les and Huberman (1994: 56) maintain, coding is a process that enables the data 

analyst to recognise and і т е ф г е ї meaningful data. Rather than attempting to plan a 

set o f codes before analysing the data, codes were generated from the actual discourse 

o f my informants. The codes emerged f rom the data, instead o f data emerging f rom 

pre-existing codes (Glaser 1992). 

As this process developed I reviewed the codes and removed or exchanged particular 

codes that were either unnecessary or had been used to describe the same phenomena. 
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The process o f coding enabled me to recognise and collect examples o f relevant 

phenomena in order to analyse commonalit ies, differences and patterns wi th in the 

data (Seidel and Keele 1995). Once the data had been coded, the time saving element 

o f using computer software became even more apparent (Reid 1992). N V i v o could 

instantly recover al l the data pertaining to each category. The data were then 

interrogated (Delamont 1992) and transcripts and fieldnotes were printed out. I 

systematically explored the data for themes, similarities, contrasts and irregularities 

(Delamont 1992) before generalising and theorising f rom the data (Coffey and 

Atkinson 1996). This was an important process in order to analyse the similarities, 

differences and relationships between the existing codes and for considering the 

overall significance o f my findings. The findings o f this research were continuously 

reflected upon, Іпїефге1е0 and theorised through repeated interactions w i th the data 

(Bryman 2001). 

79 



4 

Introducing the Fieldwork 

4.1 Introduction 

The aim o f this chapter is to introduce the f ieldwork by drawing on descriptive f ield 

notes and a number o f interviews w i th novice and experienced participants. Specific 

attention is given to my first impressions o f the drop zone and to the various options 

available to the complete novice. Here I c lan iy the important differences between the 

tandem jump, the Ram A i r Progression System (RAPS) static line course and the 'fast 

track' approach to becoming a skydiver, the Accelerated Free Fall (AFF) course. The 

chapter also examines the organisation o f social space at the drop zone. I describe the 

main areas o f social activity and explain the particular areas that are restricted to those 

w i th in the skydiving community. Final ly I reflect on my overall impressions o f the 

parachute centre and explain how I gradually became increasingly famil iar w i th my 

new surroundings together w i th the specialist vocabulary used wi th in the skydiving 

community. 

4.2 The Drop Zone 

This research was carried out at one o f the twenty three civ i l ian parachute centres 

(drop zones) in the United Kingdom, all o f which are aff i l iated to the Brit ish 

Parachute Association and the only places where individuals can legally do a 

parachute jump. Al though the centre where I chose to conduct my research is 

comparatively small compared to some o f the other centres in the United K ingdom, i t 

is open all year on weekends and Bank holidays and occasionally during the week on 
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Wednesday and Friday afternoons. The centre can also open for parachuting seven 

days a week by prior arrangement. Skydivers are provided w i th al l the important 

facilities such as a rigging room, where skydivers pack and prepare their equipment, 

an equipment shop, canteen, and most importantly two aircrafts: a Cessna 182 and a 

Turbolet 410. The centre has on-site parking, indoor training facil it ies, a weekend 

bunkhouse which can sleep up to twenty four people and a licensed bar. Individuals 

are also invited to bring their tents or caravans on to the grounds free o f charge. In 

fact the centre's advertisement in the Bri t ish Parachute Magazine created a particular 

visual impression, although my first visit failed to l ive up to my expectations: 

Af ter dr iv ing for over hal f an hour, I eventually saw a small sign for 

the airf ield at the side o f the road. I took the next left hand ณ m and 

drove through what seemed to be an industrial estate. How and why 

would a parachute centre be located in an industrial estate? I carried on 

dr iv ing past discount furniture stores and commercial warehouses unti l 

I saw the sign that I had been patiently looking for. A n old faded blue 

sign reading The Parachute Centre reassured me that I had f inal ly 

reached the place that would become increasingly famil iar during the 

period o f my research. I drove up the unmade gravel road, and parked 

by three other cars. Immediately in front o f where I parked stood a 

large blue bui ld ing which I believed to be the main aircraft hangar, and 

the reception, a small blue portakabin, was situated to the right o f the 

car park. I was expecting to see various people dressed in their br ight ly 

coloured skydiving clothes carrying the appropriate equipment, various 

tents and caravans scattered around the premises, planes flying 
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overhead or wai t ing on the runway, off ic ial instructors walk ing around 

wi th an air o f authority, nervous parents, on lookers, and friends 

standing around dr inking tea and coffee frequently looking up at the 

sky. I even thought I might see a number o f skydivers parachuting 

down back to the centre, successfully executing dangerous manoeuvres 

and making fast, impressive landings. I was certainly 8ифгІ8ес1 to only 

see four men in red overalls, who had now stopped painting the main 

hangar to stare at me. I locked my car and started to walk towards 

them, when one o f the men shouted 'can I help'? I carried on walk ing 

towards them so I d idn' t have to shout, before replying a simple 'yes,. 

1 explained that I was interested in attending the next training course, 

which immediately just i f ied my presence. The man smiled, put down 

his paint brush, and wiped his hands on his overalls whilst the other 

men turned away and continued painting. 'We are closed today', he 

informed me， 'but come to the reception and I ' l l talk you through the 

options'. We walked together towards the reception and I enquired as 

to why they were closed: 'the planes are currently being serviced, but 

they w i l l be back next week' 

Dur ing my conversation in the reception I discovered that this member o f staff was 

the centres Centre Chie f Instructor' (CCI). He explained that the Opt ions' available 

for the complete novice include a one o f f Tandem jump (course and jump £220.00), a 

Ram A i r Progression Static Line (RAPS) jump (course and first j ump £170.00) and 

' The CCI is responsible for the overall parachuting operation at the centre. A l l C C ľ s have to 
be experienced skydivers and have qualifications beyond those required to be a normal 
instructor. 
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the Accelerated Free Fall (AFF) course (£1,399.00). Al though prices vary, most o f 

these courses are offered at all o f the ВРА affi l iated centres throughout the United 

Kingdom. He also explained that the centre only used the latest ram-air canopies as 

opposed to the more traditional round or 'drag' canopies^. Clearly my visual image o f 

a parachutist descending towards the earth under a round canopy was no longer 

accurate. Before describing the parachute centre in more detail, the fo l lowing section 

w i l l provide a detailed description o f each of these options. 

4.3 Options 

The Tandem Jump 

A tandem jump involves being attached to an experienced skydiver and is commonly 

advertised as the perfect way to experience the exhilaration o f free fal l without the 

necessary experience. The equipment used for the tandem jump is highly specialised 

and the canopies used are larger than the regular รณdent canopies. By using a 

parachute system which contains both the main and reserve ram air canopies together 

w i th a specially developed passenger harness, a tandem instructor can take a novice to 

altiณde (7,500ft or higher) without hours o f training. The ground training for the 

tandem jump only lasts between forty and ninety minutes which is considerably 

2 The parachutes used by the majority of skydivers are commonly referred to as 'square' or 
'ram air\ As Donaldon (2000) has pointed out, over the past decades there has been a 
revolution concerning the design of parachuting canopies. Since the 1970'ร, the ram-air 
design has been adopted by sport parachute manufactures and available commercially as an 
alternative to the round or 'drag' canopies which were limited in their speed and 
manoeuvrability. The materials have also changed. The ram-air parachutes are constructed of 
nylon rather than silk. The nylon manufactured for sport parachuting is called 'ripstop' and 
has the ability to resist tearing and other minor damage. The overall performance of the ram-
air design is significantly better than the traditional round canopies (see Poynter & Turo f f 
2004). 
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shorter than either the RAPS or AFF. The tandem system is also fitted w i th a drogue 

parachute which prevents excessive speed and ensures stability. This is deployed by 

the instructor shortly after exit ing the aircraft and is used to decrease the acceleration 

to roughly 120mph (as opposed to 180mph without the drogue parachute) and w i l l 

therefore protect the instructor, passenger and equipment f rom the damage caused by 

a hard opening. Af ter roughly thirty seconds o f free fal l , the instructor opens the 

special parachute designed for two people at roughly 5,000ft. Opening the canopy at 

this height allows enough time to deal w i th any deployment problems that may occur, 

and it also allows the รณdent to enjoy a long canopy ride back to the drop zone. Once 

the instructor is satisfied that there are no problems wi th the canopy, they w i l l usually 

hand a pair o f dual controll ing toggles to the passenger so they can help to f ly the 

canopy. 

This option is very popular w i th people either doing a one o f f parachute jump such as 

a charity j ump, or those who have health problems or a physical injury and would 

therefore not be allowed on either the RAPS or AFF course. Also some people who 

are interested in taking up the sport decide to do a tandem jump before committ ing 

themselves to the other courses. The tandem jump allows individuals to place an 

ini t ia l "side bet" in favour o f skydiving. Becker (1960) describes a side bet as an 

investment in money and time small enough to be abandoned wi th no significant loss 

to the inquisitive individual. Af ter the tandem jump the individual might decide that 

the experience is not one that they would l ike to repeat. On the other hand, they might 

decide that they would like to increase their bet. I was put in touch w i th Angela, a 

young woman who had a memorable experience whilst on holiday in Australia. She 

A much smaller canopy deployed on tandem jumps to slow acceleration and help stabilise 
their decent. 
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provides an appropriate example o f someone who decided to cut her losses rather than 

increasing her bet: 

Basically, I thought I was going to die. I was alright in the plane and 

jumping out, wel l I mean that was terr i iy ing, but it was also 

exhilarating. But then he [the instructor] opened the parachute and I 

thought, you know, that we would just fly around a bit unti l we landed. 

But a few seconds after he opened the parachute he shouted something 

in my ear. But I couldn't make out what he said. Suddenly we were 

fal l ing again. I thought the parachute must have broken, or something 

bad had happened and I screamed as the ground was rushing towards 

me. It was a terr i fying experience. I just thought that was it. Then the 

other [reserve] parachute opened, I think I was in shock or something 

for quite a whi le after I landed. I was really shaking. I even get goose 

bumps when I talk about i t now. I t was the most terr i fying thing I 've 

ever done and I 'd never do i t ever again, even i f someone paid me. 

Angela is describing her first and only tandem jump. Al though she did not feel 

particularly nervous during the ground training, c l imbing to altitude, jumping out o f 

the plane or free fal l ing towards the earth at roughly 120mph, she sti l l had a 

' terr i fy ing experience'. This was due to a malfunction^ w i th the main canopy. Af ter 

free fal l ing for roughly forty seconds, the tandem instructor deployed the main canopy 

and realised that he would have to operate the reserve. In this situation the instructor 

has to 'cut away' and jett ison the main parachute before opening the reserve. As soon 

^ The complete or partial railure of the canopy. 
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as the main parachute was jettisoned, the instructor and student started to fal l again. 

She describes the ground * rushing towards her' as speed appears to increase w i th 

proximi ty to the ground^. During the few seconds between cutting away the main 

parachute and the reserve canopy opening Angela thought she was going to die. 

Al though having to cut away the main parachute and deploy the reserve canopy is a 

rare occurrence, the ground training teaches students about such ՕՕՕԱՄ6Ո06Տ, to 

almost expect the unexpected. Af ter reflecting on her experience she remembered that 

the reserve dri l ls had been explained during the br ief ground training provided prior to 

the jump. Nevertheless, when the malfunction actually occurred she clearly did not 

understand the emergency dri l ls that are involved. Angela found the tandem jump a 

traumatic experience, an experience never to be repeated. However, I tølked to two 

passengers at the centre shortly after they had completed their first tandem jump who 

provided a completely different account o f their experience: 

'Have you jumped yet?' I asked 

'Yeah, i t was amazing, I wasn't scared though' 

'Real ly ' 

'No , i t was we i rd ' 

' Y o u jumped out o f a plane at 13,000ft and you weren't scared' 

'No , but, you know, you're strapped to the instructor which probably 

makes the difference'. 

'What 's i t l ike up there?' 

' I t 's really nice actually. The instructor asked where I l i ved ' 

5 This sensation is described by skydivers as ^groundrush' and refers to the apparent 
acceleration of the ground during free fall. Groundrush usually occurs when skydivers deploy 
their parachute below a safe opening altitude. 
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'What, whilst you were in free fair? 

'Yeah, һ๙s right behind you so you can talk. He was point ing out 

where I l ived and s tu f f 

'Coo l ' 

*Yeah, I really want to go up and do it again now. ' 

*Yeah, so do Г her friend says who is standing next to her. 

'How fast do you fal l?' I asked 

'1 don' t know, how fast do you reckon we fa l l ' she asked her fr iend 

' I think it 's about 150 mph, my goggles nearly came o f f 

'Real ly ' 

'Yeah, I had to hold on to them' 

'And how long do you fal l for ' 

ฯ th ink i t 's about 45 seconds, but i t doesn't seem l ike it, it goes really 

quick ly ' 

'Are you both going to come back', I ask 

'Def in i te ly ' she replies 

'Yeah ' , her friend says, 'we can do the static line course [Ram A i r 

Progression System] for ha l f price now that we've done the tandem 

j u m p ' 

O h , that's good' 

' I ' ve got all the information, look [shows me various leaflets], i t would 

be really good to leam how to do it by yoursel f 

As these field notes suggest, some passengers are so impressed wi th the overall 

experience that they want to leam how to 'do it by themselves'. Unl ike Angela who 

87 



decided to cut her losses, these two passengers decided to increase their bet and 'do 

the static line course'. Another common example is provided by Andrew. Although 

he ini t ial ly thought that the tandem jump would only be a one o f f experience to satisfy 

his curiosity, as soon as he landed he had decided to sign up for the Accelerated Free 

Fall course and therefore significantly increase his bet: 

I honestly thought i t was going to be a one o f f just to say that I had 

done it and tried it, erm, I didn't realise how hooked I would get on it. I 

decided that I wanted to do the AFF course pretty much as soon as I 

had landed erm and I signed up basically hal f an hour after I had 

landed. 

Andrew did not require much prompting to describe his experience: 

I t was just totally mind blowing. The tandem in itself is a bit o f a weird 

experience because i t 's not really something that you do i t 's more 

something that happens to you. Certainly, as the tandem jump is 

usually the last one out because o f deployment, heights and things, I 

was the last out o f the plane w i th my instructor and the cameraman and 

i t 's a really weird sensation to see someone open the door on a plane 

and seeing everyone else get out and at that point the tandem student 

doesn't really do anything. The instructor sort o f edges you towards the 

door and i t 's almost surreal at that point. You see the door coming 

closer and you're thinking, is this really happening and before you 

know it you're out o f the plane and i t 's one hell o f a rush. 
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Describing the experience as 'one hell o f a rush' captures the ini t ial appeal o f the 

tandem jump. Statements such as 'that was intense' or 'that was the most amazing 

thing ever' were common descriptions o f passenger's experiences at the drop zone. 

The tandem jump allows individuals a 'quick fix' and was accurately described by 

one instructor as the 'ult imate fairground attraction' as the passenger has no control 

over the situation. Such trust in the competence o f other people constantly տստոտշտ 

many sky di vers. Chris Donaldson, an advanced instructor/examiner for the Bri t ish 

Parachute Association remains рефіехесі: 

The complete lack o f fear exhibited by most tandem passengers is startling! 

Bearing in mind that they sometimes only meet the instructor ten minutes or 

so before boarding the aircraft, the will ingness to surrender al l their imagined 

safety to a stranger has always 8ифгі8Є(і me (2000: 50). 

The very idea o f doing a tandem jump terrif ied one o f my experienced interviewees. I 

asked Anna i f she was ever tempted to do a tandem: 

No. I was never interested in that. The problem wi th tandem jumps is 

that you put your own l i fe in somebody else's hands and so that's the 

scary part and you can't do anything about it. A l l o f your trust has to 

be in that person. One o f the attractions o f skydiving is that you have 

to trust yourself to make the right decisions. I mean it can be your best 

fr iend being a tandem instructor but you know when it comes down to 

i t , i t 's your l i fe as wel l . 
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One o f the major attractions o f both the progression system and accelerated free fal l is 

that individuals can learn to jump on their own and do not have to place their trust in 

someone else, someone they have never met before. As Holy field's research has 

suggested, a growing number o f consumers are no longer satisfied w i th the 'cotton 

candy atmosphere o f theme parks for their adventure cravings' and 'seek more 

interactive settings that al low them to contribute, however real or perceived, to the 

inherent emotions o f fear and excitement' (1999: 4). Both the RAPS and AFF courses 

cater to these requirements. รณdents are responsible for their own actions and as one 

o f my instructors said, 'there's only one brain under the canopy'. Therefore students 

are responsible for making their own decisions and unlike the tøndem jump they are 

not attached to an instructor. Emi ly , a student who had made three static line jumps 

explained why she chose not to do a tandem jump: 

I prefer doing i t on my own and I l ike to feel as though I 've done i t . . . 

and also there's the hope that at some point I ' l l do the skydive on my 

own and i f I do do that, then having done a tandem would have taken 

that first thing that you might get w i th the first skydive. I t 's the same 

as riding a bike and having a backy, you're just not going to learn how 

to ride a bike that way. I mean, yeah, i t 's going to get you down and 

you ' l l have the experience but I just wouldn ' t want to do it. I just want 

to do it myself. I wanted to do it , I d idn' t want to have it done. I mean I 

wanted to do it. 

The Ram Air Progression System 
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The Ram A i r Progression System Static Line course ini t ial ly includes a fu l l day's 

training and one jump. Each consolidation jump for the static line รณdent costs a 

further £35. The student is therefore in control o f the amount o f money they spend on 

skydiving and can progress at their own rate. As long as the student г е Ш т ร to the 

centre wi th in three months after their training, they w i l l receive revision training^ free 

o f charge. I f they fai l to return to the centre w i th in this t ime period, they w i l l have to 

attend the fu l l days training course again. The training for the RAPS course w i l l be 

discussed in detail in chapter f ive. Undoubtedly the most popular course among 

รณdent parachutists, it was also the chosen route for most o f my interviewees. A l l 

static line รณdents at the centre jumped f rom the Cessna 182 as opposed to the larger 

Turbolet 410， wh ich only carried skydivers and Tandem students. Al though it is 

possible for skydivers to j ump f rom most types o f aircraft (see Poynter and Turo f f 

2004), some are clearly more suited to their particular interests. The Cessna 182 and 

Turbolet 410 are both high-wing aircrafts that al low skydivers greater downward 

visibi l i ty. The Cessna 182 offers useful aids for the RAPS student to exit the aircraft 

such as a w ing strut to grip and a step to stand on whilst holding on to the w ing strut. 

The first few jumps involve a static line to ensure that their parachute automatically 

opens. The static line is securely attached to a 'strongpoinť in the aircraft and is 

checked by both the student and instructor before take off. As soon as the student 

parachutist exits the aircraft the static line opens the parachute container and pulls the 

bag and lines out into the air f low. Due to the parachutist's weight, the suspension 

lines are stretched and the canopy is pulled out o f the bag. From this point the main 

difference between a static line and free fa l l deployment concerns the actual 

deployment bag. Instead o f being attached to the top o f the canopy, the deployment 

Revision training lasts for roughly half an hour and has to be attended by all student 
parachutists before they are allowed to jump at the centre. 
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bag remains attached to the static line. This is pulled back into the aircraft by the 

instructor (jumpmaster) before the next student is allowed to get into position for 

exi t ing the aircraft. Static line students j ump from 3，200-3，500ft and only progress to 

free fall after at least f ive perfect static line jumps 7 . After each jump the รณdent w i l l 

be debriefed and the student'ร progression w i l l be determined by the instructor. 

The Accelerated Free Fall Course 

Both the accelerated free fal l and the ram air progression system al low the รณdent to 

reach ВРА category 8 and therefore become a licensed skydiver in the same amount 

o f jumps. Nevertheless, the AFF course is considered to be the 'fast track' approach to 

becoming a skydiver. I t is l i teral ly an accelerated teaching method which relies on a 

high instructor student radio. According to one AFF instructor: 'AFF is only a start 

but, in my opinion, the best start you can get' (cited in ВРА Starter Magazine 2003). 

Although the AFF student wears a similar r ig to the static line รณdent, f rom their first 

j ump they are jumping w i th a free-fall system equipped w i th a rip cord which they 

w i l l eventually learn how to pul l themselves. The only disadvantage wi th the AFF 

concerns the cost - the centre charged £1,399.00 for this course. I interviewed one o f 

the few students who had chosen the route that most o f the รณdents couldn't afford. 

He explained the main differences between the two courses: 

Wel l , w i th the RAPS [Ram A i r Progression System] static line course 

i ť s a progression system which starts o f f w i th basically no free fal l 

Although this is possible, it is extremely rare. Most students have to do a considerable 
amount of jumps before free fall. Most people that I talked to had jumped at least 12 times 
before they were allowed to jump without the static line. One student I interviewed only 
reached free fall on his 42"- jump. Again, this is also rare, and he had a reputation at the 
centre for 'being a crap student'. 
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t ime and then slowly builds up unti l you're doing a ful l minute o f free 

fal l and because o f that i ťs not that instructor intensive, you've got one 

instructor for a maximum o f twelve students. W i t h the AFF i t 's the 

other way around. You' re actually doing a fixU minutes worth o f free 

fal l on your first j ump, but to keep you safe you're doing i t wi th two 

instructors, one on either side o f you, and they're holding you all the 

way down and for your first few levels you're sti l l just doing practice 

pulls and stuff in free fall and once you have demonstrated that they 

can let go o f you and you can fal l down pretty much straight between 

them without tumbl ing, without spinning or anything you w i l l drop 

down to one instructor and start doing all the moves that you do later 

on in the RAPS course, back loops, tams, tracking^ and this k ind o f 

տաքք and еуепШаїїу they're just jumping out after you and just 

watching you. Instead of the fu l l sort o f 18 jumps that you get in the 

RAPS course, there are eight jumps in the AFF unt i l you graduate f rom 

the training programme but there are another ten jumps that you have 

got to do on your own, which are just sort o f consolidation jumps. 

There is no sort o f set you must accomplish this this and this on j ump 

number whatever, i t 's just get out, enjoy i t and i f you think you've lost 

it on something, go out and play w i th it. 

I: Why is it more expensive than the static line course? 

8 Tracking involves moving fast horizontally to achieve separation from other jumpers before 
deploying the parachute. 
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Because it is more instructor intensive than the static line course, it is 

very expensive. Also, you're not just paying for the instructors t ime, 

you're paying for the fact that, instead of just say one slot on the plane 

for the instructor to supervise four, five or six students, you 've got two 

slots on the plane plus your own slot for every jump, so my first AFF 

jump, including the ground school was about £390 pounds and I paid 

about £1,400.00 for the entire course. 

(Andrew) 

Af ter a fu l l days training, the first AFF j ump is f rom around 12,000ft w i th two 

instructors on either side o f the รณdent to ensure stability and who are therefore able 

to correct any mistakes. The two instructors are there to correct the student's body 

posit ion and to generally help and train the student whi lst in the air. Both the Ram A i r 

and AFF progression systems are effective methods for becoming a skydiver. As 

Donaldson notes: 'They should be considered as two roads that c l imb the same 

mountain, reaching the top by different routes, but ult imately achieving the same 

objective' (2000: 46). The main reason the RAPS course is more popular is because 

students can participate in the sport without having to make such a large financial 

commitment at the start o f their training. A l l subsequent jumps after the ini t ial 

training are paid for individual ly and allow students the chance to progress at their 

own rate. Table 1 and Table 2 (Appendix 1) outline the complete levels and 

requirements for both the RAPS progression system and accelerated free fal l 

respectively. 

4.4 Back at the D rop Zone 
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Although I had unintentionally made my first visit to the parachute centre when it was 

closed, the CCI brief ly explained all o f the above options and gave me a Skydiving 

Information Pack. He recommended that I should start w i th either the RAPS static 

line or the А Ғ Ғ course rather then a tandem jump. He explained that the tandem jump 

would al low me to jump wi th an experienced skydiver and therefore have the 

skydiving experience on my first jump, but the other courses would allow me the 

possibil ity o f skydiving by myself. Af ter I explained that my personal finances 

restricted my choice, he focused on the RAPS course, and pointed out how this 

method would enable me to eventually progress on to skydiving: 'You need to do 

about eight jumps and you also need to demonstrate your abil i ty to complete 

particular manoeuvres before you can apply for your l icence'. He then gave me the 

of f ic ia l Br i t ish Parachuting Association skydiving magazine: 'We usually only give 

these out once you have completed your course, but you can have one now' . He told 

me to complete the forms and return them as soon as possible in order to guarantee a 

place on the next course. He then suggested that I should watch a short video which 

showed some o f the training and people doing their first static line jump. I agreed. 

T i l leave you to watch the video then', he said, ' i f you have any other questions I ' l l 

be painting outside'. I thanked h im and started to watch the video by the charity 

Cancer Research. The video showed how individuals could raise money by doing a 

parachute jump, and brief ly showed some o f the training procedures and some very 

nervous people jumping out o f the plane for the first time. When the video had 

finished, I collected al l the information I had been given and walked out o f the 

reception and returned to my car. I drove down the unmade road and pass another old 

blue sign reading 'cal l again soon'. 
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The fo l lowing weekend I did call again, although on this occasion the centre was 

open. As soon as I drove up the drive I could tel l that the centre was extremely busy. 

This time the car park was filli, so fu l l that I had to park on a grass verge behind a van 

f rom Madad venture. с om. I could see a queue o f people outside reception, and the 

Cessna 182 and the Turbolet 410 were siณated outside the main hangar. As I walked 

f rom my car I could see people wearing jump suits talking in small groups, others 

were walk ing f rom their cars to j o in the queue outside the reception. I passed another 

group o f people stønding around wi th wearing blue and white Cancer Research t-

shirts and holding cl ip boards. The tannoy system amounced important information 

regarding the times o f courses, and informed people that they needed to manifest^ i f 

they wanted to ensure a place on the first l i f ts o f the day. Af ter several visits to the 

parachute centre I became more famil iar w i th my new surroundings and I soon 

located the main areas o f social activity: The reception, the canteen, the aircraft 

hangar and the spectators area. 

The Reception 

The reception is where all transactions take place, forms are completed^^ and people 

manifest. The reception consisted o f a small room wi th two red benches, a tall metal 

filing cabinet and a television attached by brackets in the top left hand comer. The 

9 I f you have manifested it means that you have signed your name on a form in the reception 
so that the manifester can organise the jump order and allocate the right amount of jumpers 
for each 'l ift*. The form also requires information relating to the number of jumps you have 
made, i f you are a static line jumper and i f you require revision training. 
'0 When new students arrive at the centre to do their first parachute jump they have to provide 
their personal details such as name, address, age, weight and the name and contact telephone 
number of someone to contact in the case of an emgency . The student also has to sign a 
legal waiver that verifies that the student is aware that skydiving is a high risk sport. The 
forms also include a medical statement that includes questions relating to cardiac or 
pulmonary conditions or diseases, diabetes, fainting spells, nervous disorders, high or low 
blood pressure or any disability which might effect their ability to skydive. In some cases a 
medical letter from their doctor may be required before they are allowed to jump at the centre. 
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television provides a list o f all jumpers on each l i f t . The staff who work at the centre 

and the public are divided by a glass partit ion. Several skydiving posters wi th the 

slogans Just Do It and It Takes Two To Tandem together w i th other general 

information about course price lists, w ind information, how to do a sponsored 

sky di ve, fitness and insurance cluttered the walls. Underneath the glass partit ion there 

were sweatshirts and other items to consume such as mugs, caps, log books, key rings, 

gloves, altimeters, hook knifes and a selection o f skydiving magazines^ V Such 

consumable items reminded me of Gof fman 'ร (1959) work on how individuals 

maintain their ' f ront ' . The items that can be purchased from the reception can serve to 

support an individuals ' f ront ' and conf i rm an actors identity claims. As Mi tchel l 

maintains, 'souvenirs' lend credibi l i ty to verbal accounts and 'a l low actors 

symbolically to bring the action home' (1983: 117). On the left hand side were two 

skydiving helmets locked inside a glass cabinet. The first poster to catch my attention 

read SKYDIVING CAN RESULT IN SERIOUS INJURY AND EVEN DEATH. This 

poster clearly d idn' t make people reconsider or change their minds. Every Saturday 

and Sunday morning there would be a steady slow moving queue o f people patiently 

wait ing to sign the forms that accept personal l iabi l i ty so that they could start their 

training. As people often spent a long time in the queue, people would usually start to 

talk to one another about the course that they were enrolled on, and discussed their 

expectations about the prospect o f jumping out o f a plane: 

" Skydivers and parachute students can buy log books to record every jump they have made 
and write down the feedback which is provided by their instructor. Feedback is given after 
each jump and a form is filled out by the instructor and kept at the centre. For example, notes 
from my first jump stated that I failed to arch my back enough and that I kicked my legs. 
Such information allows the instructor on your next jump to see i f you have improved. The 
log book enables students to have this infonnation themselves, as well as at the centre. I f they 
decide that they would like to jump at another centre they can then take the log book with 
them. An altimeter is a mechanical device which is used for measuring altitude. The 
altimeters sold in reception can be worn on the hand, although students have to have them on 
their chest strap until they move on to free fall. 
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I parked the car and walked towards the reception to j o i n an orderly 

queue o f nine people, patiently wait ing to register for the courses on 

offer. I jo ined the end o f the queue by the picnic benches and took out 

my cheque book and card. 'Here we go, God, I can't believe I 'm doing 

this' said a young women who was taking out her cheque book and 

completed forms out o f her bag. ' M y friends can't believe it, but I 'm 

here, ľ m looking forward to i t actually'. I suggested that it was a good 

day to j ump 'the views w i l l be incredible' I said reassuringly as she 

studied her surroundings and looked at the sky 'yeah, but I 'm really 

nervous, are you jumping today'? I informed her that I have a fu l l days 

training and so I probably won ' t j ump unti l tomorrow. She looks 

slightly confused 'but my training only last ha l f an hour' 'so you're 

doing a tandem j u m p ' I reply, 'yeah, aren't you?' 'no, I 'm doing a 

static line course which involves a fu l l days training before we can 

j ump . , . . ' 

This type o f confusion was quite typical as people usually assumed that everyone was 

enrolled on the same course. Some people also assumed that everyone in the queue 

were also students. Emi ly made what she described as a 'mistake' in the queue by 

assuming that one o f the skydivers was also a novice parachutist: 

There was this gir l that came up behind me in the queue and I said 

something l ike you don't have to wait or something, I can't remember 

what I said, but she was obviously experienced and I made the mistake 

98 



o f not knowing she was experienced and she put me right, she made 

sure that I knew that she was experienced 

I: What did she say? 

I can't remember now, but you've got to k ind o f respect the more 

experienced and you've got to show them respect. 

Unfortunately such confusion is inevitable due to the reception being extremely busy 

on both Saณrday and Sunday mornings. Experienced skydivers are wait ing to 

manifest and students (RAPS, AFF and Tandem) are patiently wait ing to sign the 

appropriate forms and pay for their courses. Also, not all skydivers would necessarily 

be wearing their jumpsuits when manifesting, making it harder to distinguish students 

from the regular sky di vers. 

The Canteen 

The canteen appeared to have been recently decorated and has a pool table and three 

televisions held by brackets on the wal l . Two o f the televisions were used to show the 

names o f the skydivers and the jump order. The other television usually showed 

videos o f skydiving and would be used to show students a video recording o f their 

jump*^. Chairs, armchairs and sofas are scattered around and there is a bar at the far 

end o f the room. There is a large poster on the wal l o f a parachutist about to j ump 

from a c l i f f next to a picture o f the Red Devils skydiving in formation. There are 

12 The drop zone offered this opportunity for รณdents. At an extra cost, a skydiver would 
video their entire experience which includes the briefing, aircraft ride, free fall, canopy ride 
and landing. 
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various photographs on the walls o f people jumping out o f various planes. Solo and 

formation skydivers, tandem jumpers, people div ing out o f planes w i th their thumbs 

up and others looking completely terrif ied as they exit the plane. In the canteen it is 

possible to locate several distinctive groups o f people sharing the same facilities. First 

o f all there are the student parachutists, who usually appear quite nervous and occupy 

themselves by f i l l ing out and reading their forms, and by talking to others that are also 

training to do a parachute jump. Students are told to wear warm clothes as the main 

hangar can be quite cold and trainers. When students j ump they wear a blue jump suit 

provided by the centre, which according to one skydiver, made the students all look 

l ike clones. Another group o f people are visually distinguishable as skydivers. They 

are usually wearing their individualised jump suits, sitting around or standing at the 

bari3 ordering soft drinks or food. The first t ime I visited the canteen I overheard a 

few skydivers complaining about the weather, and informing others that the forecast 

was not good for the next day. For from being the usual mundane topic for 

conversation, for skydivers the weather determines whether or not they w i l l be 

al lowed to jump. It is possible to distinguish the skydivers from the รณdents by their 

' un i fo rm ' which is one o f the 'symbolic sources o f differentation' (Cohen and Taylor 

1993: 41) used to provide a certain level o f status at the centre. They are not the 

รณdents who are doing a one o f f parachute j ump for charity, or the novice parachutist 

who has only jumped a few times. This is their chosen sport. They appear to know 

each other wel l , shouting out each others first names, talking and laughing. Apart 

f rom the instructors, interactions appear to be l imi ted between the novice parachutists 

' 3 Although there is a licensed bar at the centre, i f anyone orders alcohol they are asked i f they 
are jumping. This is strictly monitored, and individuals wi l l not be permitted to jump i f they 
consumed alcohol. I f caught breaking this rule they wi l l be grounded which effectively means 
that they wi l l not be allowed to jump at the centre. Alcohol consumption takes place at the 
end of the day and in the evenings. There are various social events held at the weekends such 
as discos and bands playing in the bar throughout the year. 

100 



and the sky di vers. Aside from the student parachutists and the skydivers are the 

friends and fami ly members o f all ages who can be categorised as spectators, together 

w i th the staff who work at the centre. 

Spectators Area 

Aside f rom the canteen, the main area where the spectators gather is by the six picnic 

benches outside the front o f the reception. From here they can watch everything f rom 

a group o f students being taken through their revision training to their friends or 

fami ly members landing. I would often overhear conversations stating how their 

friends or partners and so on were 'really brave' or 'completely mad ' and how they 

could never do what they were about to do. A t the weekends this area could become 

very crowded. The fo l lowing section from my field notes describes the area on a 

typical weekend: 

Today, unlike last Wednesday''*, the spectator'ร area is very busy. 

Families have bought chairs, thermos flasks, cameras and video 

recorders w i th them as a permanent visual reminder. I listened to their 

nervous conversations, as they patiently look up at the sky, trying to 

find the plane which turns out to be much harder than one would 

imagine. 'There it is ' a middle aged women shouts ' look, fo l low my 

finger, oh no, hold on, i t 's just gone behind a cloud, hold on...there, 

there, can you see it, look, i t 's directly above us'. Some people are 

now standing on the picnic benches, f inding i t easier to look for the 

" Due to work commitments most skydivers cannot jump during the week. Most of my 
research at the centre was therefore carried out at the weekends although Wednesdays and 
Fridays were good for arranging interviews at the drop zone. 
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plane through their camcorders or binoculars. Others are just wait ing, 

holding their cameras, wait ing for their loved ones to fal l f rom the sky, 

I fo l low the women's directions and look directly above me. It takes 

me a few seconds to locate the plane. M y neck starts to ache as I 

continue to watch, keeping my eyes fixed on the plane, determined not 

to let it out o f my sight. Suddenly I can make out a few dots, as i f the 

plane has given bir th to numerous black 'specks' which are now 

scattered in the sky above. O f course, these minute black dots are 

skydivers freefall ing towards the earth at roughly 120mph. There is 

much excitement around me, as people point up at the sky whi lst 

others are becoming increasingly frustrated as they can't see the litt le 

dots in the sky that everyone else is marvel l ing at. Af ter about forty 

seconds, the first skydiver opens their parachute and wi th in the next 

ten seconds all o f the skydivers have opened their canopies, and are 

spirall ing above us in the clear blue sky. There are nine parachutists 

above, some are clearly visible as tandem jumpers. ' Is that granny' a 

chi ld asks. 'Yes look, there she is ' [she passes her binoculars to the 

chi ld] 'everyone wave at grandma'. The children jump up and down, 

tugging on their parents jackets, and the rest o f the fami ly wave 

excitedly. I can see an elderly woman waving back as she comes in to 

land. She holds her legs up and the instructor flares the parachute. 

When they land the instructor falls on her. I t is a hard landing. The 

woman is ly ing on her back, she is not moving. She looks l ike she has 

hurt herself. Two instructors immediately run out f rom the reception to 

help. They kneel beside her and gently unclip her harness. They are 
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talking to her, t ry ing to reassure her, but she continues to lie on the 

ground. The two instructors help her up and she tries to walk, 

unsuccessfully. Fortunately, it looks l ike she has only sprained her 

ankle. Both instructors take one arm each and help her back to the 

centre. The spectators cheer and applaud as she is helped to her feet, 

and carry on filming her unti l she is out o f sight. ' I could do that' a 

man said to his partner who is standing next to me. 'What, you think 

you could jump out o f a plane' she said smil ing 'Yeah ' he replies, 

'doesn't look that hard, does i t ' . She finds it hard to contain her 

laughter 'Talk is cheap, my love, talk is cheap'. 

The Aircraft Hangar 

The hangar is a hive o f activity, although it is a restricted space open only to those 

wi th provisional (students) or fu l l (Skydivers) membership to the BPA. Unl ike the 

reception, canteen and spectators area, the area surrounding and including the aircraft 

hangar is strictly monitored. รณdents are informed that they must carry their BPA 

membership card at all times. M y first observations o f the aircraft hangar occurred 

during the RAPS training course: 

I fo l lowed the instructor w i th the rest o f the students into the hangar. 

Up to this point I had no idea what awaited us inside. I immediately 

saw four people packing their parachutes on the floor, and other people 

generally getting ready for what I assumed to be the first l i f t o f the day. 

Skydivers were constantly walk ing in and out laughing and talking 

frantically. One small private plane was situated in the middle o f the 
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hangar and two micro-l ights on the left hand side. Training harnesses, 

cushioned mats for practicing parachute landing falls and a simulated 

wooden aeroplane which I soon discovered was for practicing exit 

manoeuvres. 'When you are in here, you must not touch anything' 

Mark [one o f the instructors] said seriously 'The equipment in here is 

extremely expensive and dangerous'. A t the back o f the hangar there 

are twelve wooden lockers where รณdents return their parachutes after 

their jump. Outside the hangar the Turbolet 410 was being reftielled, 

and a few skydivers were starting to congregate in the flight l ine, 

where they check each others equipment and wait unt i l the plane is 

ready for the next l i f t . The flight line is located outside the main hangar 

and consists o f four wooden benches where students 'get kit ted up' and 

nervously wai t unt i l they walk out to the plane. Helmets and altimeters 

are lined up on the last bench. Mark points over to the flight line: 

'That is where you w i l l wait before your jump. Don ' t worry, your 

equipment w i l l be checked by an instructor before you are allowed to 

board the plane. Once you've been checked by an instructor you w i l l 

not be al lowed to leave the flight l ine ' . Outside the hangar I can see a 

group o f รณdent parachutists standing in a circle w i th their hands 

raised as i f under arrest. Their instructor shouts ' g ๙ and the group 

shout together 'one thousand, two thousand, three thousand, four 

thousand, check canopy'. The instructor then shouts 'you have a bad 

canopy' and the group start to shout again ' look, locate, peel, punch, 

push, arch, check canopy'. They are going through the actions as i f 

they were in the air, punching and pul l ing at the pads on their training 
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hamesses. I can hear the same sequence repeated over and ove r aga in 

as I f o l l o w m y g roup back to the c lass room. 

4.5 Overall Impressions 

I have p r o v i d e d sect ions o f m y f i e ldno tes to descr ibe the parachute centre whe re I 

car r ied ou t m y research. A l l o f the f ie ldno tes I have used so far descr ibe the centre at 

the w e e k e n d w h e n i t was re l a t i ve l y busy , a l t hough occas iona l l y I a lso v i s i t ed the 

centre d u r i n g the w e e k o n W e d n e s d a y or F r i day . A l t h o u g h the centre was m u c h 

qu ie ter d u r i n g the w e e k , i t was s t i l l poss ib le to j u m p and t a l k to exper ienced 

sky d i vers . A t the w e e k e n d the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i n g sessions were usua l l y a t tended b y 

r o u g h l y e igh t รณdents. B u t d u r i n g the w e e k i t was n o t u n c o m m o n to be o n l y t w o or 

three o ther รณdents, and o n one occas ion I a t tended the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i n g session w i t h 

the C C I b y myse l f . Such occas ions were o b v i o u s l y bene f i c i a l to m y research as I was 

l i t e ra l l y r e c e i v i n g one- to -one t u i t i o n and i t was poss ib le to ask quest ions about 

s k y d i v i n g that we re no t spec i f i ca l l y re levant to the t r a i n i ng . E v e n w h e n the weather 

was no t g o o d enough to s k y d i v e , peop le c o u l d be f o u n d i n the m a i n hangar p rac t i s i ng 

f r o m the m o c k aeroplane, p a c k i n g parachutes f o r students or s i m p l y soc ia l i s i ng w i t h 

o ther skyd i ve rs . I soon rea l ised that m y field w o r k d i d no t s i m p l y depend o n the 

weather . O n e o f m y in te rv iewees descr ibed w h y she e n j o y e d g o i n g to the d r o p zone: 

I t ' s a p lace w h e r e y o u d o n ' t have to w o r r y abou t a n y t h i n g else, y o u 

k n o w the d rop zone is a, w e l l , a l l the peop le there ta lk about s k y d i v i n g , 

d i f f e ren t sorts o f s k y d i v i n g , d i f f e ren t sorts o f canopies b u t i t ' s a l l 

s k y d i v i n g y o u k n o w , there are p lanes, bu t t hey ' r e s k y d i v i n g p lanes. So 

y o u k n o w , i t ' s ve r y m u c h an escape f r o m n o r m a l l i f e . Y o u d o n ' t tend 
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to w o r r y abou t o ther th ings w h e n y o u ' r e there. I f y o u we re ge t t i ng 

rea l l y w o r k e d up about s o m e t h i n g y o u k n o w j u s t to go there is a w a y 

o f ge t t i ng a w a y from i t a l l . T h e r e ' s no one to say h o w ' s w o r k g o i n g . 

( A n n a ) 

Such camarader ie be tween skyd ive rs w i l l be d iscussed i n chapter seven. B u t th is 

quote also demonst ra tes w h y i t was i m p o r t a n t to at tend the d rop zone w h e n ' the 

wea the r w a s r u b b i s h ' . I n f o r m a l gather ings at the d r o p zone we re a r i c h source o f data 

(Ce ls i et a l . 1993; L y n g 1990) and i t w a s p rec ise ly i n these sett ings that skyd i ve rs 

o p e n l y ta l ked about the i r fee l ings and m o t i v a t i o n s i n re la t ion to s k y d i v i n g . A l t h o u g h 

at the start o f m y research I had cer ta in reservat ions due to the size o f the parachute 

cent re , I soon rea l ised that th is enhanced ra ther than res t r ic ted the research. W i t h i n the 

first m o n t h o f m y f i e l d w o r k I became c o n f i d e n t w i t h m y sur round ings and t a l k e d w i t h 

peop le i n the canteen, spectators area, the hangar and recep t ion . M y k n o w l e d g e o f 

s k y d i v i n g and the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y increased w i t h each v i s i t and I star ted to be 

ab le to d i s t i ngu i sh be tween the skyd ive rs and ins t ruc to rs , students and spectators, the 

man i fes te r , the d rop zone con t ro l l e r ' ^ , the C C I , the p i l o t s and other members o f s t a f f 

at the d rop zone. I a lso began to be able to d i f fe ren t ia te be tween the d i f f e ren t types o f 

e q u i p m e n t used b y skyd i ve rs such as a l t imeters and the d i f f e ren t types o f rig used b y 

skyd i ve rs and n o v i c e parachut is ts . I soon real ised that m a n y skyd ive rs o w n e d the i r 

o w n h i g h l y i n d i v i d u a l i s e d equ ipmen t and that the co lou rs and des ign o f t he i r j u m p 

sui ts and canopy together w i t h the canopy size w h e r e i m p o r t a n t cho ices to be made b y 

the skyd ive r . I star ted to recogn ise some o f the con t rove rs ia l issues that skyd i ve rs 

w o u l d o f t e n debate and discuss such as whe the r the au tomat i c ac t i va t i ng dev ice 

՚ 5 The manifestor is responsible for compiling the names of each skydiver or parachutist on 
each lift. The drop zone controller is responsible for all parachuting and skydiving at the 
centre and reporting on any accidents that occur. 
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shou ld be made c o m p u l s o r y , the i r v i e w s o n the death o f Stephen H i l d e r , and the i r 

op in i ons o n the latest s k y d i v i n g equ ipmen t and s k y d i v i n g re la ted w e b sites. The 

u n f a m i l i a r g radua l l y became fam i l i a r : I n o w unders tood the l ists o f names on 

te lev i s i on screens i n the recep t ion to be a g roup o f skyd i ve rs p repa r ing to go a i rbo rne ; 

1 c o u l d d i s t i ngu i sh be tween the d i f f e ren t styles and types o f s k y d i v i n g s h o w n i n the 

р ісШгеร d i sp layed i n the canteen and unders tand w h y peop le o n l y o rdered so f t d r i nks 

i n the f u l l y l i censed bar; I n o w rea l ised that the g roups o f รณdents s tand ing i n a c i r c le 

s h o u t i n g the same w o r d s o v e r and ove r aga in w e r e ac tua l l y r e c e i v i n g the i r r ev i s i on 

t r a i n i n g a n d that o ther students s i t t i ng on p i c n i c benches l i s ten ing to the i r i ns t ruc to r 

we re r e c e i v i n g i m p o r t a n t feedback conce rn i ng the i r last j u m p . Spec i f i c t e r m i n o l o g y 

cons tan t l y used b y the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y a lso became inc reas ing ly f am i l i a r . 

B e f o r e m y i n i t i a l t r a i n i ng an ins t ruc to r asked m e i f I had man i fes ted , and I l i t e ra l l y 

d i d no t have a c lue w h a t he was re fe r r i ng to. B u t re la t i ve l y ear ly o n i n m y f i e l d w o r k I 

began to unders tand c o m m e n t s such as T i n o n e igh t second de lays ' o r T v e go t the 

dreaded unstab le ex i t to do t o d a y ' , and w o r d s such as ' d u m m y p u l l s ' , ' h o o k k n i f e ' , 

' c u t away p a d ' , ' au toma t i c ac t i va t i ng d e v i c e ' , ' end ce l l c l osu re ' , ' h o o k t u r n s ' , 

' t w i s t s ' , ' t r a c k i n g ' , ' s l i de r ' , ' r i se rs ' , t o name a j u s t a f e w , became pa r t o f m y n e w 

vocabu la r y . I t was essent ia l to comprehend such te rms and phrases f o r c o n d u c t i n g i n -

dep th i n t e r v i e w s w i t h skyd i ve rs and f o r engag ing i n de ta i led conversat ions w h i l s t i n 

the field. 

A n exper ienced s k y d i v e r w h o had j u m p e d at va r ious centres a l l over the coun t r y 

reassured m e that I h a d chosen an in te res t ing cent re to c o n d u c t m y research. I asked 

h i m wha t he though t o f the centre: 
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W e l l I t h i n k , I t h i n k w e ' v e go t a ve r y g o o d cent re. Ce r ta in l y I t h i n k 

w e ' v e go t p r o b a b l y the friendliest cent re i n the coun t r y y o u k n o w i f 

no t one o f the best a round , i t rea l l y is a great p lace to be. I t doesn ' t 

ma t te r w h o y o u are, w h a t l eve l y o u ' r e at, whe the r y o u ' r e about to do 

y o u r first j u m p or y o u r thousandth j u m p y o u k n o w . 

(Pau l ) 

C e r t a i n l y m y f ie ldno tes suppor t th is quo te and suggest that peop le we re usua l l y b o t h 

f r i e n d l y and approachab le . A l t h o u g h I exper ienced a cer ta in a m o u n t o f nervous 

an t i c i pa t i on conce rn i ng access af ter read ing L y n g ' ร ( 1 9 9 0 , 1993, 1998) research on 

e d g e w o r k , m y fears tu rned ou t to be u n f o u n d e d . T h e m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs seemed to 

en joy the chance to ta l k about the i r ove ra l l exper iences o f s k y d i v i n g , the i r i n i t i a l 

m o t i v a t i o n s f o r t a k i n g up the sport , and the processes i n v o l v e d i n b e c o m i n g a 

skyd i ve r (chapter five). T h e y ta l ked at l eng th about the i r percept ions o f risk, persona l 

s i tuat ions that c o u l d be descr ibed as dangerous, mis takes t h e y ' d made w h i l s t i n the a i r 

and w h e t h e r they b e l i e v e d that s k y d i v i n g s h o u l d be cons idered a h i g h - r i s k spor t 

(chapter s i x ) . T h e y a lso ins is ted that I needed to unders tand the camarader ie that 

ex is ted be tween i n d i v i d u a l skyd ive rs , en thus ias t i ca l l y desc r i b ing w h y they be l i eve 

skyd ive rs have a specia l b o n d and w h y they chose to soc ia l ise w i t h o ther skyd ive rs on 

a regu lar basis (chapter seven) . A c c o r d i n g to S tewar t , at some o f the larger d r o p zones 

such in te rac t ions w o u l d have been e x t r e m e l y ha rd : O h yeah , at some d rop zones i f 

y o u h a v e n ' t done a thousand j u m p s o r some th i ng t hey d o n ' t w a n t to k n o w y o u , . 

Fo r tuna te l y , as m y field notes and i n te r v i ews demonst ra te , that was n o t m y 

exper ience. 
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The Moral Career of a Skydiver 

5.1 Introduction 

T h e ques t ion o f w h y anyone w o u l d v o l u n t a r i l y p lace themse lves i n a s i tua t ion that 

c o u l d resul t i n ser ious i n j u r y and poss ib l y death unders tandab ly has реф1ехе( і a 

n u m b e r o f psycho log is t s ( B l a u 1980; D e l k 1980 ; Jack and R o n a n 1998; K lausne r 

1967, 1980) and soc io log is ts ( B r a n n i g a n and M c D o u g a l l 1983; L y n g 1990 ; M i t c h e l l 

1983) . B u i l d i n g u p o n p rev ious soc io l og i ca l research that has inves t iga ted ac t i v i t i es 

c lose to the me tapho r i ca l 'edge ' , I w i l l suggest an a l te rnat ive approach . Rather than 

so le ly concen t ra t i ng o n exper ienced skyd ive rs ( L i s p s c o m b e 1996; L y n g 1990) , th is 

chapter w i l l descr ibe the c o m p l e x processes an i n d i v i d u a l goes t h r o u g h to become a 

l i censed s k y d i v e r i n the U n i t e d K i n g d o m . D r a w i n g o n data from m y f i e l d w o r k I w i l l 

exp lo re the processes and procedures that take the i n d i v i d u a l f r o m b e i n g a n o v i c e 

parachu t i s t to a compe ten t skyd ive r . B y f ocus ing a t ten t ion o n the techn i ca l , soc ia l , 

and m o r a l exper iences i n v o l v e d w i t h b e c o m i n g a skyd i ve r , th is research w i l l a lso 

adop t a d i f f e ren t approach than those รณdies that c l a i m to have uncove red the va r ious 

pe rsona l i t y types and i n d i v i d u a l p red ispos i t i ons that m o t i v a t e cer ta in peop le to 

par t i c ipa te i n h i g h - r i s k sports ( B e m a r d 1968; K l ausne r 1967; O g i l v i e 1974) . 

G o f f t n a n ' ร ( 1961 ) ana ly t i ca l concept o f m o r a l career w i l l be e m p l o y e d to exam ine the 

students c h a n g i n g a t t iณdes and ab i l i t i es i n re la t i on to the i r chosen recrea t iona l 

pursu i t . I w i l l demonst ra te that the t e r m moral career is pa r t i cu la r l y use fu l f o r 

e x a m i n i n g the b o t h the progress ive stages and the soc ia l processes that an i n d i v i d u a l 

mus t go t h r o u g h i n o rder to success fu l l y become a skyd ive r . 
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5.2 The Concept of Moral Career 

T h e ear l ier C h i c a g o Schoo l usage o f 'status passage' (Glaser and Strauss 1971) 

o r i g ina ted i n ideas o r i g i n a l l y used i n the an th ropo log i ca l w o r k o f A r n o l d v a n Gennep 

(1908 ) to descr ibe i m p o r t a n t t rans i t ions i n an i n d i v i d u a l ' s passage t h r o u g h l i f e . Th i s 

concept was adapted and expanded (see Glaser 1968) to s tudy occupa t i ona l and 

o rgan i za t i ona l m o b i l i t y , soc ia l i sa t ion and career p rogress ion ( C r a w f o r d 2003 ) . 

Concepts o f 's tatus passage' and 'career ' came to be associated w i t h soc io log i ca l 

research i nves t i ga t i ng b o t h the i n d i v i d u a l and co l l ec t i ve deve lopmen t that occu r red 

w i t h i n f o r m a l o rgan isa t ions . A c c o r d i n g to Becke r , the ' concep t o f career has p roved 

o f great use i n unders tand ing and ana lys ing the d y n a m i c s o f w o r k o rgan iza t ions and 

the m o v e m e n t and fate o f i n d i v i d u a l s w i t h i n t h e m ' ( 1 9 5 2 : 4 7 0 ) . The t e r m career 

spec i f i ca l l y refers to the 'pa t te rned series o f ad jus tments made b y the i n d i v i d u a l ' and 

are ' t y p i c a l l y cons idered i n te rms o f m o v e m e n t up or d o w n be tween pos i t i ons 

d i f f e ren t i a ted b y the i r rank i n some f o r m a l o r i n f o r m a l h ie ra rchy o f pres t ige , i n f l uence 

and i n c o m e (Becke r 1952: 470 ) . 

H o w e v e r , rather than b e i n g so le l y res t r ic ted to an i n d i v i d u a l ' s occupa t i on , G o f f m a n 

(1961) no ted h o w the t e r m career can be used to descr ibe any f o r m o f soc ia l 

p rogress ion . A s C o h e n and T a y l o r have argued: 

W e are caught up i n the career o f our mar r i age , h o w w e l l is i t g o i n g at the 

m o m e n t , i ts p rospect f o r s u r v i v a l . . . ' D i d John rea l l y m e a n w h a t he said last 

n i gh t about a d i v o r c e ? ' W e are i n v o l v e d w i t h the educa t iona l career o f our 

c h i l d r e n , ou r le isure career, and the state o f exce l lence that w e have a t ta ined 
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at g o l f o r amateur d ramat ics . A t t imes w e w i l l a l l o w ou r m i n d to wander 

ove r the state o f ou r sexual career - are w e s t i l l as ac t i ve as w e were , is our 

in terest d e c l i n i n g o r increasing? (1993 : 38) 

A s th is quote suggests, the concept o f career can be ex tended to app l y to the mos t 

m u n d a n e aspects o f eve ryday l i f e . Rather than l i m i t i n g the concep t ' s re levance to 

i nves t i ga t i ng an i n d i v i d u a l s ' occupa t iona l career, the t e rm can be used to ' re fe r to any 

soc ia l s t rand o f any person 's course t h rough l i f e ' ( G o f f t n a n 1 9 6 1 : 119). B e c k e r ' ร 

( 1953 ) รณdy o f ma r i j uana users is in te res t ing i n th is respect s ince he documen ted the 

va r ious stages a mar i huana user goes t h rough i n o rder to descr ibe ' the set o f changes 

i n the person 's concep t i on o f the ac t i v i t y and the exper ience i t p rov ides f o r h i m ' 

( 1 9 5 3 : 235) . A c c o r d i n g to h is research, no one can become a user w i t h o u t : 

( 1 ) l ea rn ing to smoke the d r u g i n a w a y w h i c h w i l l p roduce real e f fec ts ; (2 ) 

l ea rn ing to recogn ise the ef fects and connect t h e m w i t h d r u g use ( l ea rn ing , i n 

o ther w o r d s , to get h i g h ) ; and (3 ) l ea rn ing to e n j o y the sensat ions he 

perce ives . I n the course o f th is process he deve lops a d i spos i t i on or 

m o t i v a t i o n t o use mar i huana w h i c h was no t and c o u l d n o t have been present 

w h e n he began use, f o r i t i n vo l ves and depends o n concep t ions o f the d rug 

w h i c h c o u l d o n l y g r o w ou t o f the k i n d o f ac tua l exper ience de ta i led above. 

O n c o m p l e t i o n o f th is process he is w i l l i n g and able to use mar ihuana fo r 

p leasure ( 1 9 5 3 : 242 ) . 

B e c k e r ' s research e x a m i n e d the changes i n peop le ' s a t t i tude and exper iences o f us ing 

mar i j uana for p leasure. There fo re B e c k e r was in terested i n w h a t c o u l d be descr ibed as 
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the va r i ous career stages that i nd i v i dua l s go t h rough i n o rder to ' d e f i n e the sensations 

as p leasurab le ' ( 1953 : 240 ) , 

T h e concept o f career has also been e m p l o y e d i n studies o f a d iverse range o f soc ia l 

ident i t ies i n c l u d i n g dance mus ic ians (Becke r 1951) , f oo tba l l hoo l i gans ( M a r c h 1978) , 

w h e e l c h a i r runners (Pa t r i ck and B i g n a l l 1987) , u n w e d mo the rs (Ra ins 1971) and t w o 

recent studies i nves t iga t i ng f oo tba l l (Jones 2000 ) and ice hockey ( C r a w f o r d 2003 ) 

suppor ters . G o f f m a n e m p l o y s the concep t o f moral career i n h is w i d e l y i n f l uen t i a l 

research ca r r ied ou t at St E l i zabeths Hosp i t a l i n W a s h i n g t o n D.c. F o r G o f f m a n 

(1961)， the career stages o f the ' m e n t a l pa t i en t ' i n c l ude the p re -pa t ien t (at h o m e under 

the supe rv i s i on o f t he i r genera l p rac t i t i one r ) , the in -pa t ien t ( v o l u n t a r i l y or f o r c i b l y 

hosp i ta l i sed) and the ex-pa t ien t phase. G o f f m a n f o u n d the t e rm career u s e ^ ^ as i t 

a l l o w e d h i m to focus o n the ' regu la r sequence o f changes ' that t y p i c a l l y occur i n the 

' pe rson ' s s e l f and i n his f r a m e w o r k o f imagery fo r j u d g i n g h i m s e l f and o thers ' 

( 1 9 6 1 : 1 1 9 ) . G o f f m a n def ines m o r a l career as f o l l o w s : 

T h e m o r a l career o f a person o f a g i v e n soc ia l ca tegory i n v o l v e s a standard 

sequence o f changes i n h is w a y o f c o n c e i v i n g o f selves, i n c l u d i n g , 

i m p o r t a n t l y , his o w n . These h a l f - b u r i e d l ines o f d e v e l o p m e n t can be 

f o l l o w e d b y s t udy i ng h is m o r a l exper iences 一 that is , happen ings w h i c h m a r k 

a t u r n i n g po in t i n the w a y i n w h i c h the person v i e w s the w o r l d . . . ( 1 9 6 1 : 

154) . 

F o r G o f f m a n m o r a l aspects are i n v o l v e d i n the fact that pat ients c o m e to unders tand 

themse lves to be a fa i l u re rather than a success, an i ncompe ten t rather than a 
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compe ten t h u m a n be ing . The pat ien t is den ied au tonomous con t ro l over the i r 

ac t i v i t i es , the i r persona l space is cons tan t l y i n v a d e d , i ns t iณ t i ona l u n i f o r m s are issued 

and persona l names are d isregarded. T h e 'passage f r o m c i v i l i a n to pat ien t s tatus ' is 

m a r k e d b y h u m i l i a t i n g 's tatus degrada t ion ce remon ies ' . The pat ien t can there fore be 

seen to exper ience ' c i v i l dea th ' as the i r p rev ious h u m a n r igh ts and l iber t ies as c i t i zens 

are no l onge r re levant . A s G o f f m a n states, ' the n e w inpa t ien t f i nds h i m s e l f c lean ly 

s t r i pped o f m a n y o f h i s accus tomed a f f i r m a t i o n s , sat is fact ions and defences, and is 

sub jec ted to a rather f u l l set o f m o r t i f y i n g exper iences ' ( 1 9 6 1 : 137) . T h e w h o l e socia l 

o rgan isa t i on o f the hosp i ta l serves to create an image o f persona l fa i lu re . 

A d o p t i n g a s im i l a r approach to Pa t r i ck and B i g n a l ľ s ( 1987 ) s tudy o f whee l cha i r 

runners , th is research w i l l m a k e use o f the t e r m career to invest iga te a recrea t iona l 

pu rsu i t . Whereas the m o r a l career o f pat ients ' t y p i c a l l y b e g i n w i t h the exper ience o f 

abandonmen t , d i s l oya l t y , and e m b i t t e r m e n ť ( G o f f i n a n 1 9 6 1 : 125)， the m o r a l career o f 

the s k y d i v e r t y p i c a l l y i nvo l ves exc i tement , cu r i os i t y and a sense o f adventure . The 

n o v i c e enters a soc ia l w o r l d f u l l o f n e w oppor tun i t i es , whe re the r i tes o f passage 

celebrate persona l success and encourage the i n d i v i d u a l to become a compe ten t 

skyd ive r . T h e t r ans i t i on that occurs to i n d i v i d u a l s as they become accepted m e m b e r s 

o f the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y deserves soc io log i ca l a t ten t ion . A s A t k i n s o n and 

H o u s l e y m a i n t a i n , i t is p rec ise ly th is process o f b e c o m i n g that s h o u l d be seen as ' the 

v e r y ร ณ f f o f soc ia l l i f e ' (2003 : 89) . 

5,3 Learning to be Serious 

Y o u see the l i s t o f ten th ings to do be fo re y o u d ie and i t ' s a lways o n 

there. B u t I f i r m l y be l ieve that l i f e is p re t t y short i n the g rand scheme 
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o f th ings and I d o n ' t wan t to be one o f these peop le w h o gets to fifty 

and t h i nks shi t , w h a t the he l l have I done w i t h m y l i f e . I w a n t to t ry as 

m a n y d i f f e r e n t th ings as I can so f r o m that p o i n t o f v i e w i t is unusua l 

and i t ' s ce r ta in l y one he l l o f an exper ience so I t hough t yeah , lets see 

w h a t th is is l i ke . 

( A n d r e w ) 

A l t h o u g h m a n y f r iends and acquaintances c o m m e n t e d o n m y research b y s ta t ing that 

they had a l w a y s l i k e d the idea o f expe r i enc ing a parachute j u m p , they o f t e n added 

that i t w a s no t some th i ng tha t they had ac t i ve l y cons idered. V a r i o u s reasons, such as 

fear o r no t b e i n g good w i t h he ights , we re usua l l y p r o v i d e d as j us t i f i ca t i ons f o r n o t 

p u r s u i n g the idea filrther. A n o t h e r reason g i v e n was the cost o f pa r t i c i pa t i on . A n 

in te res t ing e x a m p l e is p r o v i d e d b y A n d r e w w h o became inc reas ing ly f rus t ra ted b y h i s 

f r i ends ' l ack o f c o m m i t m e n t : 

The re w a s a g roup o f us and w e a l l sa id yeah w e ' l l go and do that and 

w h e n I s tar ted w o r k and I had the m o n e y I bas ica l l y sa id right w e ' v e 

a l w a y s sa id w e we re g o i n g to do i t l e t ' s fee l the co l ou r o f y o u r m o n e y 

and lets go and do th is and a l o t o f t h e m e i ther made excuses l i ke I 

h a v e n ' t go t t i m e o r m a y b e nex t w e e k e n d . Bas i ca l l y f o r one reason or 

another they a l l d i d n ' t w a n t to do i t so I t hough t nuts to th is , I ' m no t 

g o i n g to m i s s ou t j u s t because peop le w h o I w a s g o i n g to go w i t h had 

bas i ca l l y bo t t l ed ou t so I j u s t d i d i t o n m y o w n . 

I n d i v i d u a l s l i k e A n d r e w w h o are de te rm ined to exper ience parachute j u m p o n the i r 

o w n have to go t h r o u g h a f u l l days in tens ive t r a i n i ng to ensure that they w i l l be able 
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t o appropr ia te l y respond to any dangerous s iณa t i on that m i g h t occur . N o t o n l y does 

the t r a i n i n g cover the necessary sk i l l s o f the sport , bu t students are also taught h o w to 

su rv i ve i n an emergency s i tua t ion . The general sport sk i l l s i nc l ude k n o w l e d g e o f h o w 

to deal w i t h the rou t i ne sequence o f a parachute or skyd i ve descent. O n the other 

hand , the su rv i va l sk i l l s dea l w i t h a va r ie t y o f non - rou t i ne s i tua t ions that m a y occur . 

Such sk i l l s i nc l ude k n o w i n g h o w to dea l success fu l l y w i t h a m a l f u n c t i o n e d canopy , 

w h a t to do i n an a i rc ra f t emergency and h o w to a v o i d hazards that m a y be 

encounte red b e l o w canopies such as e lec t r i c i t y p y l o n s , fences, m o t o r w a y s , houses etc. 

A l t h o u g h รณdents are taught that such s i tuat ions are e x t r e m e l y rare , the ins t ruc to r has 

to be c o n f i d e n t i n the s tudent 's men ta l and phys i ca l ab i l i t y to deal w i t h such 

con t ingenc ies . 

T h e f o l l o w i n g f i e l d notes descr ibe some o f m y exper iences d u r i n g the R A P S t r a i n i ng 

course and h i g h l i g h t the techn iques used b y the ins t ruc tors to m a k e sure the students 

t o o k the spor t se r ious ly and t o ensure concen t ra t i on th roughou t . N o - o n e i n m y g roup 

had exper ienced a parachute j u m p be fo re , and ou t o f a g roup o f e igh t s tudents, f ou r 

w e r e sponsored b y va r ious char i t ies to do the i r j u m p . I was t o l d b y the C C I to a r r i ve 

ear ly i n o rder to comp le te the re levant f o r m s and s ign a w a i v e r that releases the 

parachute centre o f l i a b i l i t y i n case o f ser ious i n j u r y o r even death. W h i l s t q u e u i n g i n 

the recep t ion I t a l ked to o ther รณdents w h o were en ro l l ed o n the same course. A f t e r 

s i gn ing the w a i v e r and p a y i n g fo r the course i n the recep t i on , I w a l k e d over to the 

canteen w i t h t w o o ther students: 

W h i l s t t a l k i n g to t w o o ther students about w h y w e had dec ided to do a 

parachute j u m p , and w h a t w e though t the days t r a i n i n g m i g h t en ta i l . 
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our conve rsa t i on was sudden ly in te r rup ted : Ό Κ , can a l l o f those w h o 

are o n the static l i ne course f o l l o w me to the t r a i n i n g r o o m ' shouts a 

shor t , t h i n , con f i den t m a n w h o carr ies h is vo i ce w e l l . I f o l l o w h i m 

a l o n g w i t h s ix teen other staidents t h rough a door at the side o f the bar , 

and w a l k up the stairs to a large t r a i n i n g r o o m w h e r e another ins t ruc to r 

is w a i t i n g . I n the m i d d l e o f the r o o m there are va r ious ob jec ts : an o l d 

l o o k i n g he lme t , s k y d i v i n g overa l l s , a packed parachute , and other 

s k y d i v i n g equ ipmen t that I do no t recogn ise . ' R i g h t , j u s t gather r o u n d . 

O K , y o u ' r e a large g roup so w e need to b reak y o u i n t o t w o sma l le r 

g roups o f e i gh t . ' M y g roup is then led to class r o o m one. T h e r o o m is 

s m a l l , c r a m p e d and b r i g h t l y l i t w i t h t w e l v e p las t ic cha i rs w i t h c l i p 

boards and a pen o n each chair . The re is a w h i t e boa rd at the f r o n t o f 

the r o o m and a p ro jec to r at the b a c k w h i c h I assume is f o r s h o w i n g 

s l ides. I n the r i gh t hand c o m e r there is a t e lev i s i on and v i d e o recorder . 

W e si t d o w n , c l i p our f o rms o n the c l i p boards and wa i t . T h e r o o m is 

s i len t i n an t i c i pa t i on , a l l eyes are o n the ins t ruc to r , w a i t i n g f o r h i m to 

start. ' R i g h t , w e l c o m e to the centre. M y name is M a r k , and th is 

[ p o i n t i n g to the b a c k o f the r o o m ] is N i c k . W e are g o i n g to be y o u r 

ins t ruc to rs f o r the day. N o w w e a l l k n o w that s k y d i v i n g is dangerous , 

l i v i n g o n the edge and a l l that , bu t th is course is abou t t each ing y o u 

h o w to reduce those dangers, and i f w e are n o t c o n v i n c e d that y o u have 

learned the techn iques and procedures that w e teach y o u today y o u 

w o n ' t be j u m p i n g , s imp le as that . ' H e exp la ins that there is qu i te a l o t 

o f t echn i ca l i n f o r m a t i o n to take i n , so w e need to pay c lose a t ten t ion . 

H e then takes us t h r o u g h our f i tness f o r m s and another f o r m o n w h i c h 
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w e f i l l i n ou r persona l i n f o r m a t i o n , emergency con tac t numbers and 

the date o f the course. W e are i n f o r m e d that th is w i l l be kep t at the 

centre so they have our deta i ls , and keep a reco rd o f h o w m a n y j u m p s 

w e have made . W e then have to s ign our dec la ra t ion o f fitness f o r m s 

and s ign and w i tness the f o r m f o r the person s i t t i ng nex t to us. M a r k 

i n f o r m s us that i f ou r B o d y Mass I ndex is too h i g h w e m i g h t no t be 

able to j u m p u n t i l w e have lost some w e i g h t . H e asks i f everyone 

unders tands that. One o f the รณdents fa l ls i n to th is ca tegory and puts 

up h is hand . M a r k i n f o r m s h i m that as l o n g as he ' s n o t over 15 stone 

he shou ld be a l r i gh t , b u t asks the student to r e m i n d h i m so that he can 

have a ' s p e c i a l ' parachute. H e then makes sure that no one else has any 

quest ions. ' R i g h t t hen , th is is an aer ia l р ісШге o f the a i r f i e l d w h i c h y o u 

need to f am i l i a r i se y o u r s e l f w i t h . ' N i c k turns o f f the l i gh ts and puts on 

the s l ide. M a r k then exp la ins w h e r e w e shou ld a i m to l a n d , and po in t s 

ou t the va r i ous dangers such as the i ndus t r i a l estate, fences, and nearby 

houses. H e assures us that i t is hard to miss the a i r f i e l d \ b u t that i t can 

happen so w e need to be aware . 

The above f ie ldno tes descr ibe the f i rs t o r ien ta t ion session. A f t e r b e i n g b r i e f e d o n the 

d o c u m e n t a t i o n and the genera l ru les o f the centre w e we re s h o w n an aer ia l p i c tu re o f 

the a i r f i e l d and the po ten t i a l hazards that needed to be avo ided . T h i s first session 

emphas ised the impo r tance o f safety , a theme that was repeated t h roughou t the 

course. W h i l s t the ins t ruc tors a c k n o w l e d g e d that s k y d i v i n g was a dangerous sport , 

' Various students did actually miss the airfield. During my research one student landed on 

the roof of a warehouse in the industrial estate next to the parachute centre, someone else 

landed on a barbwire fence and another student landed in a farmer'ร field. A search party was 
sent out after the pilot located him from the air. 

11 フ 



t hey also emphas ised that the t r a i n i n g taugh t everyone h o w to reduce such dangers. 

B y the end o f the first session i t became c lear that s tudents h a d t o l i s ten ca re f t i l l y and 

concentrate. The รณdents also unders tood that they had to f o l l o w the i ns t ruc to r ' ร 

ru les. The ru les s t ipu la ted b y the cent re 's ' h i g h pr ies ts ' ( A r a n 1974) we re n o t to be 

b r o k e n or v e r b a l l y cha l lenged . A n examp le o f th is was p r o v i d e d b y one o f the 

students w h o sat nex t to m e i n the c lass room. T o w a r d s the end o f the first session the 

s tudent opened a can o f so f t d r i n k , w h i c h he then p roceeded t o d r i nk . T h e ins t ruc to r 

i m m e d i a t e l y shook h is head : ' S o m e b o d y ' s no t been l i s ten ing have they? Y e a h , I ' m 

t a l k i n g to y o u . W h a t d i d I say at the b e g i n n i n g o f th is session [ th is ques t ion is asked 

to the w h o l e g roup , no t j u s t to the one รณdent . A coup le o f students r ep l y b y s ta t ing 

that t hey ' r e n o t a l l o w e d to d r i n k i n the class r o o m s ] T h a t ' ร right, and w h a t are y o u 

d o i n g [ the s tudent apo log ises and puts h i s can o f d r i n k o n the floor] N o f o o d or d r i n k 

O K , tha t ' s w h a t the canteen is f o r . ' A l t h o u g h th is was o n l y a m i n o r ru le v i o l a t i o n , the 

ins t ruc to r made i t c lear that any breach w o u l d no t be to lera ted. A l l ru les at the centre 

we re to be taken ser ious ly , no mat te r h o w t r i v i a l they m i g h t appear. 

A s pa rachu t i ng occurs ou ts ide the rea lm o f o rd ina ry exper ience and is c lear l y set apart 

from the eve ryday ( G o f f i n a n 1974) , th is examp le demonst ra tes h o w the ins t ruc tors are 

k e e n t o present the appropr ia te e m o t i o n a l tone f o r ' se r ious l e i su re ' d u r i n g the first 

session (Stebb ins 1982) . The o r i en ta t i on session also a l l o w e d the ins t ruc tors to b u i l d 

respect and t rust w i t h the รณdents and a l l o w s ins t ruc tors to use ' t he i r pe rsona l i t y to 

the f u l l as they impa r t i n f o r m a t i o n ' ( D o n a l d s o n 2000 : 51 ) . T h e ins t ruc tors mus t also 

engage i n the appropr ia te e m o t i o n a l labour , g i v i n g the รณdents the i r f u l l a t ten t ion and 

e m b o d y i n g the exc i t emen t tha t the students are an t i c i pa t i ng . O n e exper ienced 

s k y d i v e r i n f o r m e d m e that he had no i n t en t i on o f b e c o m i n g one o f the ins t ruc tors , 
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w h o he ca l l ed the ' d r o p zone b i t ches ' . The t e r m ref lec ts the fact that the w o r k o f 

i ns t r uc t i ng was e x t r e m e l y repe t i t i ve and m y respondent exp la i ned h o w such m u n d a n e 

w o r k w o u l d bore h i m to death. B u t even i f ins t ruc tors do find teach ing repe t i t i ve and 

b o r i n g , they mus t s t i l l engage i n the e m o t i o n a l l abour necessary to p r o v i d e each 

s tudent w i t h an en joyab le and c h a l l e n g i n g exper ience. T h e t r a i n i n g s h o u l d resu l t i n an 

exper ience that the student w i l l no t o n l y te l l the i r f r iends about , b u t h o p e f u l l y w a n t to 

repeat. A s N i c k said to the g roup at the end o f the f i rs t session: ' W e w a n t y o u to en joy 

i t and w e w a n t y o u to c o m e back . Y o u a l l k n o w that th is is a p rog ress ion course. 

Y o u ' r e n o t here j u s t to do one j u m p , o the rw ise y o u w o u l d be d o i n g a t andem j u m p . 

A s far as w e ' r e concerned th is is j u s t the start o f y o u r s k y d i v i n g career. ' 

T h e nex t session i n v o l v e d u s i n g the te lev i s ion and v i deo recorder to demonst ra te 

exac t l y w h y students needed to p a y ' c lose a t t en t i on ' to the i r ins t ruc tors . A s these 

f ie ldno tes suggest, e m o t i o n managemen t is an essent ial aspect o f the ins t ruc tors w o r k : 

' T h i s ' , M a r k i n f o r m s us, ' i s w h a t w e w i l l be l ea rn ing h o w to do , and 

t o m o r r o w , weather p e r m i t t i n g , th is is w h a t y o u w i l l be d o i n g . . H e 

smi les as i f he is r e m e m b e r i n g h is o w n nervous an t i c i pa t i on . N i c k 

ณ m s o f f the l igh ts and presses p l a y o n the v ideo . The v i d e o shows 

students d o i n g the i r first static l i ne j u m p . The f i r s t รณdent on the v i d e o 

p reca r i ous l y c l i m b s ou t o f t he p lane o n t o w h a t appeared t o be a 

w o o d e n p l a n k w h i c h resemb led a large skateboard. I f e l t ne rvous j u s t 

w a t c h i n g , as the student s l o w l y c l i m b e d out , f i r m l y h o l d i n g o n to the 

w i n g strut. I c o u l d sense that m o s t o f the students in the g r o u p c o u l d 

n o t qu i te be l ieve that th is is w h a t they w e r e t r a i n i ng to do . T h e รณdents 
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are n o w w a t c h i n g w i t h increased concen t ra t ion , l i s t en ing to the sound 

o f the w i n d , and l o o k i n g at the g r o u n d 3 ,200f t b e l o w and the student 

ba l anc i ng outs ide the a i rc ra f t . Sudden ly the ins t ruc to r shouts ' G O . ' 

O n e thousand T w o ' is a l l I can hear the nov i ce parachut is t shout as he 

fa l l s f r o m the w i n g . ' T h a t ' , says M a r k ' w a s a good ex i t . T h a t is w h a t 

w e w i l l be t r a i n i n g y o u to do . A n y ques t ions? ' ' Y e s ' I sa id ' the boa rd 

that y o u step ou t o n to l ooks qu i te t h i n [genera l nods o f agreement 

from the other s tudents ] . Have m a n y peop le f a l l en o f f ? ' ' N o ' [ l o o k i n g 

un impressed w i t h m y ques t i on ] . ' I f I asked y o u to ba lance o n that 

boa rd o n the g r o u n d y o u w o u l d have no p r o b l e m . W h y shou ld i t m a k e 

a d i f f e rence i f y o u are a b i t o f f the g r o u n d . ' H i s answer f a i l ed to sat is fy 

m y inc reas ing anx ie t y . A n o t h e r s tudent asked i f i t w a s d i f f i c u l t to 

ba lance w i t h the w i n d against y o u , b u t M a r k assured h i m that w h e n 

peop le j u m p , the p lane s lows d o w n and the w i n d s are o n l y seventy 

m p h ' W h e n y o u ' r e d r i v i n g d o w n the m o t o r w a y y o u can p u t y o u r hand 

out o f the w i n d o w a n d m o v e i t b a c k and f o r t h c a n ' t y o u . ' A n o t h e r 

รณdent asks ' w h e n y o u ' r e ou t there, o n the boa rd , w h a t happens i f y o u 

dec ide y o u d o n ' t w a n t to j u m p . ' M a r k states that i t is ve ry dangerous to 

b r i n g the student b a c k i n once they are on the step. H e exp la ins that 

once y o u are o u t y o u rea l l y have to j u m p , b u t that i f they t hough t that 

y o u m i g h t have a p r o b l e m l i k e that , they w o u l d no t a l l o w y o u up i n the 

f i r s t p lace. 

S h o w i n g the v i d e o s t ra ight a f te r the o r ien ta t i on session a l l o w e d students to w a t c h 

exac t l y w h a t they were expec ted to do . W h i l s t w a t c h i n g the v i d e o , รณdents c lea r l y 
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d i sp layed increased apprehens ion and the i r g r o w i n g amoun t o f anx ie t y soon became 

voca l i sed concerns . O n the f i r s t tea break, the m a i n conve rsa t i on b e t w e e n the 

students concent ra ted on w h a t appeared to be the rather e laborate p rocedure that 

students we re requ i red to f o l l o w i n o rder to c l i m b ou t on to the step. A s one student 

said ' I can ' t be l i eve w e ' v e go t to do that, I t hough t I c o u l d j u s t shut m y eyes and 

j u m p . ' T h e v i deo served as a ' w a k e up c a l l ' f o r the รณdents, w h o w e r e n o w ready to 

l i s ten c a r e f u l l y to the ins t ruc tors i n o rder to take i n as m u c h i n f o r m a t i o n as poss ib le . 

T h e f o l l o w i n g t r a i n i n g session i n v o l v e d lea rn ing about l a n d i n g procedures . T h i s 

e f f ec t i ve t r a i n i n g techn ique was repeated t h roughou t the day: 

' W e l i ke y o u to have a chance to p l ay a round out there, b u t once y o u 

get to 1,500ft , w e w a n t y o u to start y o u r l and ings manoeuvres . So the 

f i rs t he igh t that y o u need to r e m e m b e r is 1,500ft . ' [ H e wr i t es d o w n 

each f i gu re o n the boa rd ] . ' W h e n y o u get to 1000f t , y o u need to be 

c o m i n g over the bounda ry o f the a i r f i e l d . A t 800 f t y o u need to ณ m 

across the w i n d and at 500 f t , t u r n i n to the w i n d to start to l and . I f y o u 

fee l that y o u m i g h t no t l and o n the a i r f i e l d , y o u need to e i ther use y o u r 

brakes, o r do sma l l ร tu rns . W h e n y o u are at 100f t y o u mus t stop 

t u r n i n g and f i n a l l y at 15f t y o u need to flare. ，2 H e then exp la ins that i f 

w e flare too ear ly , w e need to keep the parachute flared o the rw ise i t 

c o u l d be dangerous. M a r k rubs ou t the he ights f r o m the boa rd and 

quest ions everyone at least once u n t i l he is con f i den t that w e have 

m e m o r i s e d the he ights that w e need to be aware of . 

• To flare literally means to put on the brakes to ensure a soft landing. 
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T h i s type o f approach was adopted b y b o t h o f the ins t ruc tors . I n each session spec i f i c 

i n f o r m a t i o n re la t ing to the equ ipmen t , emergency procedures , he igh ts , and safety 

checks w a s p r o v i d e d b y the ins t ruc tors and each student i n the g roup answered at least 

one ques t ion . ร ณ d e n t s w h o fa i l ed to answer a ques t ion co r rec t l y were made to fee l 

qu i te a w k w a r d w h i l s t others we re o n l y too keen to demonst ra te that they had taken i n 

the i n f o r m a t i o n : 

M a r k exp la i ned to the g roup that the nex t lesson concerned the va r ious 

safety checks that w e need to go t h r o u g h once w e have j u m p e d out o f 

the p lane. A f t e r e x p l a i n i n g each o f the checks f o r r o u g h l y f i f t een 

m i n u t e s he starts to ques t ion us. Ό Κ , y o u at the back , w h a t is the first 

t h i n g w e need to check . ' The student c o n f i d e n t l y rep l ies ' w e need to 

check whe the r the canopy is la rge , rec tangu lar , and con t ro l l ab l e . ' M a r k 

t hen chooses another รณdent ' W h a t ' s n e x t ' ? ' W e need to see i f the 

l i nes are t a n g l e d ' he rep l ies, ' t ha t ' s right, and i f t hey are w h a t do w e 

d o ' [ p o i n t i n g to another s tudent ] ' k i c k t h e m out b y t u r n i n g ' she rep l ies . 

Ό Κ [ p o i n t i n g at me ] w h a t ' s the nex t c h e c k ? ' ' W e need to flare t w i c e ' 

I rep l y . ' A n d t h e n ' [ p o i n t i n g to another รณdent ] ' a l l r o u n d 

obse rva t i on . ' H i s answer sounds m o r e l i k e a ques t ion . ' Y e s ' , M a r k 

says d i p l o m a t i c a l l y , ' b u t w h a t comes be fo re tha t? ' [ the student does 

n o t k n o w ] ' c a n anyone w h o was p a y i n g a t ten t ion he lp h i m o u t ? ' ' D o 

w e need to check ou r safety e q u i p m e n t ? ' ' T h a t ' s right, j u s t check to 

see i f the cu t away pad needs to be v e l c r o e d back o n , y o u d o n ' t w a n t 

tha t ge t t i ng i n the w a y . T h i s is e x t r e m e l y impor tan t . I f y o u d o n ' t 

r e m e m b e r th is y o u c o u l d release y o u r emergency parachute b y 
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mis take . Then w e need to do a l l r o u n d obse rva t i on . ' ' W h a t ' s nex t ' asks 

M a r k ' l oca te the d rop z o n e ' a s tudent rep l ies ' a n d f i n a l l y , at the back? 

'Access the d r i f t ' says the student b e h i n d me . M a r k checks to m a k e 

sure that eve ryone is c lear o n these checks and procedures , and the 

r o o m is filli o f reassur ing nods. 

The o ther students we re de te rm ined to demonst ra te that they w e r e p a y i n g a t ten t ion 

and the ins t ruc to r c lear l y has the class o n h is s ide. A n o t h e r student t r i ed to e x p l a i n to 

the ins t ruc to r w h y he go t a ques t ion w r o n g d u r i n g the equ ipmen t f am i l i a r i sa t i on 

session. The ins t ruc to r d i d n ' t accept h is exp lana t i on o f b e i n g con fused and suggested 

that the o n l y reason that he c o u l d n ' t answer the ques t ion was because he had h is ' head 

up h is arse ' w h e n he shou ld have been l i s ten ing l i ke everyone else. Never the less , such 

a r e m a r k was in tended to be h u m o r o u s , and the accused i n d i v i d u a l a l ong w i t h the rest 

o f the g roup l aughed at the ins t ruc tors c o m m e n t . T h r o u g h o u t the course h u m o u r was 

used b y b o t h the ins t ruc tors to re in fo rce soc ia l o rder ( P o w e l l 1977) . O n e ins t ruc to r at 

the centre j u s t i f i e d the i r s t r ic t approach to t r a i n i ng b y s ta t ing that i t is des igned to 

m a k e peop le take pa rachu t i ng ser ious ly . H e exp la i ned that some i n d i v i d u a l s are 

in terested i n pa rachu t i ng f o r the w r o n g reasons. Such ' w r o n g ' reasons were seen as a 

constant nu isance. I n d i v i d u a l s w h o at tend the R A P S t r a i n i ng course can be c lass i f ied 

as ' hedon is t i c consumers ' ( A r n o l d and Pr ice 1993; H a v l e n a and H o l b r o o k 1986) . T h i s 

t e r m suggests tha t the รณdents expect intense b u t en joyab le events to happen w h i c h 

are outs ide the i r usual eve ryday exper iences. I n o ther w o r d s they are search ing fo r an 

' ex t rao rd ina ry exper ience ' ( A r n o l d and Pr ice 1993: 2) w h i c h w i l l p r o v i d e a sharp 

cont rast w i t h the i r usual eve ryday ac t i v i t i es ( L i p s c o m b e 1999) . T h i s can cause a 

p r o b l e m fo r the ins t ruc tors , as some groups can be impa t i en t w i t h the hours o f 
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t r a i n i n g and i n f o r m a t i o n and w h o ' j us t w a n t to get ou t there and j u m p ' . A recu r r i ng 

p r o b l e m concerned g roups o f ' l a d s ' w h o the ins t ruc tors pe rce i ved as h a v i n g m i s taken 

expec ta t ions about pa rachu t i ng : 

G r o u p s o f lads can be a p r o b l e m . T h e y j u s t t h i n k tha t t hey ' r e t ough , 

y o u k n o w , that th is is a m a c h o t h i n g to do . Some o f t h e m m i g h t have 

even done a j u m p be fo re , so then y o u have the p r o b l e m o f s h o w i n g o f f . 

T h e y d o n ' t take i t ser ious ly , t hey d o n 4 ask quest ions and they d o n ' t 

l i s ten. T h a t ' s w h y w e have so m a n y tea breaks. M e n tend no t to w a n t 

to ask quest ions i n f ron t o f o thers, bu t they m i g h t c o m e up to y o u on 

the i r o w n i n a break. W o m e n d o n ' t m i n d ask ing quest ions t h o u g h , 

espec ia l l y i f t hey t h i n k i t c o u l d save the i r l i f e . B u t i f w e have a 

p r o b l e m w e j u s t te l l t h e m that t hey c a n ' t j u m p . W e d o n ' t have any 

p r o b l e m abou t g i v i n g the i r m o n e y b a c k here. W e d o n ' t w a n t t o have 

any fa ta l i t ies . 

( M i c h a e l - Ins t ruc to r ) 

T h e regu la r skyd ive rs at the centre are a lso aware that some peop le are at t racted to the 

spor t due to inaccurate stereotypes. Skyd i ve rs at the centre c o n f i r m e d the ins t ruc to r ' s 

observa t ions b y also c o m m e n t i n g o n h o w some peop le are at t racted to s k y d i v i n g f o r 

c o m p l e t e l y i nappropr ia te reasons. H o w e v e r , rather than seen as a p r o b l e m , such 

b e h a v i o u r is seen as en te r ta in ing and is a constant source o f amusement f o r the 

regu la r skyd i ve rs : 
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There was one guy here o n l y i n the summer . W e a lways l a u g h at the 

b i g m a c h o guys y o u k n o w , b i g m o u t h y th ings , y o u k n o w s t ru t t i ng 

r o u n d flexing the i r musc les , ' cos they t h i n k they have to be m a c h o to 

do i t . A n d w e a lways l augh ' cos w e see t h e m o n the [ f l i g h t l i ne ] bench 

t o t a l l y s i lent . A n d y o u t h i nk , ah here comes the nervous s i lence. 

Unders tandab le , d o n ' t get me w r o n g , I ' m no t k n o c k i n g i t . A n d w h e n 

he came d o w n the p o o r guy was shak ing l i k e a leaf. I t h i n k some 

peop le have expecta t ions o f w h a t a skyd i ve r is and h o w they shou ld 

be. L i k e th is guy , y o u k n o w s t ru t t i ng a round a l l day o n h is course. Y o u 

k n o w , i t ' s n o t o n l y m e . I heard others say, w h o does he t h i n k he is, I 

bet he doesn ' t even j u m p . 

( K a r l ) 

A n n a also c o m m e n t e d on h o w she l i k e d to observe Чһе c o c k y ones ' (s tudents) w h o 

w o u l d o f t en be seen af ter the t r a i n i ng ' c r y i n g the i r eyes o u t ' be fo re the i r first j u m p . 

A l t h o u g h regu la r skyd i ve rs at the cent re f o u n d such i n d i v i d u a l s a m u s i n g , the 

ins t ruc tors were f o r ced to r e l y o n in te res t ing and e f f ec t i ve techn iques i n o rder to 

neut ra l ise i napp rop r ia te behav iou r and to ensure that a l l the students t o o k the t r a i n i ng 

ser ious ly . A n i m p o r t a n t techn ique i n v o l v e d b o t h ins t ruc tors emphas i s i ng the po ten t ia l 

dangers o f the spor t and a cons iderab le a m o u n t o f the course focused o n h o w 

dangerous p a r a c h u t i n g can be i f y o u ' ge t th ings w r o n g ' . Fo r e x a m p l e , i t is v i t a l l y 

i m p o r t a n t to unders tand h o w to c l i m b ou t o n to the step and to ex i t the a i r c ra f t us ing 

the co r rec t techn ique . U p u n t i l the nex t session, w e had o n l y been s h o w n students 

m a k i n g ' g o o d ' ex i ts f r o m the p lane. A l t h o u g h I s t i l l f o u n d w a t c h i n g the supposed ly 

' g o o d ' ex i ts qu i te t e r r i f y i n g , at that stage w e we re no t s h o w n students suspended b y 
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the i r static l i ne under the p lane , sp i nn i ng u n c o n t r o l l a b l y o r f a l l i n g f r o m the p lane 

w i t h o u t a parachute because the i r static l i ne had no t been at tached secure ly to the 

s t rong p o i n t i n the a i rc ra f t . U p u n t i l th is session I was no t even aware o f such 

poss ib i l i t i es : 

M a r k i n f o r m e d us that w e are n o w g o i n g to be s h o w n a v i d e o o f good 

and bad ex i ts f r o m the p lane. The g roup w a t c h as M a r k p rov ides a 

r u n n i n g c o m m e n t a r y ' T h a t w a s n ' t bad was i t ' he says af ter the f i r s t 

s tudent has j u m p e d . The nex t s tudent l i t e ra l l y fa l l s o f f the end o f the 

step w i t h o u t e m b r a c i n g the d rop p o s i t i o n , l o o k i n g i n at the ins t ruc to r or 

shou t i ng the safety count . ' Jesus ' says M a r k . N i c k is shak ing h is head. 

' T h a t is an i ns t ruc to r ' ร n igh tmare . I t ' s so dangerous. I f y o u f a i l t o pay 

a t ten t ion today , that c o u l d be y o u . ' W e w a t c h va r ious o ther students 

m a k i n g b a d j u m p s be fo re f o l l o w i n g our ins t ruc to r to the m a i n hangar 

to p rac t i ce ' e x i t s ' i n the m o c k aeroplane. W e gather r o u n d M a r k w h o 

is s i t t i ng i n the m o c k aeroplane as he exp la ins the p rocedure . ' W h e n 

y o u do y o u r f i r s t j u m p , and y o u c l i m b out o n the step h o l d i n g o n to the 

w i n g strut , y o u A R E g o i n g to be sh i t t i ng a l o a d ' M a r k says s m i l i n g 

[genera l laughter f r o m the g roup ] ' S o i t is i m p o r t a n t that w e prac t ice 

e x i t i n g f r o m the p lane, un t i l w e are c o n f i d e n t enough to do i t 3 ,200 f t i n 

the a i r . ' W e w a t c h h i m as he reaches ou t f r o m the p lane w i t h h is right 

l eg , pu ts h is l e f t f o l l o w e d b y h i s right hand on the w i n g st rut and 

s l o w l y pu l l s h i m s e l f up . H i s l e f t l eg then goes over h is right so h is legs 

are crossed, and then h is right l eg is he ld ou t b e h i n d h i m . ' Y o u r l e f t leg 

shou ld n o w be at the edge o f the board . M a k e sure b o t h y o u r a rms are 
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h o l d i n g o n to the w i n g st rut past th is b l a c k tape . T h e n y o u l o o k at 

y o u r ins t ruc to r w h o is i n the p lane. Remember , y o u D O N O T j u m p 

u n t i l he says so. The ins t ruc to r needs to check that e v e r y t h i n g is 

a t tached and that y o u r stat ic l i ne is no t caught o r tang led. W h e n y o u r 

i ns t ruc to r says go , step to the side and m a k e the b igges t a rch poss ib le . ' 

W e take i t i n turns p r a c t i c i n g u n t i l M a r k is en t i re l y sat is f ied. ' I s 

everyone happy about t h i s? ' asks M a r k '1 need to k n o w that y o u are a l l 

c o n f i d e n t ' ' C o u l d l j u s t have one m o r e g o ? ' asks a student. O f course 

y o u c a n ' M a r k rep l ies ' I t ' s j u s t that I d o n ' t w a n t to d i e ' she rep l ies. 

The g roup l augh and w a t c h as the รณdent c l i m b s b a c k i n to the m o c k 

aerop lane and in to pos i t i on . M a r k does n o t f i n d her c o m m e n t 

h u m o r o u s 'She j u s t said that she d i d n ' t w a n t to d i e ' M a r k says w i t h a 

serous tone, p r o j e c t i n g h is vo i ce so he c o u l d be heard above the 

laughter . '1 d o n ' t k n o w w h y y o u ' r e l a u g h i n g , i f y o u get th is w r o n g , 

that is a ve r y rea l poss ib i l i t y . ' T h e laughter i m m e d i a t e l y stops, and the 

students are l o o k i n g ser ious aga in , c a r e f u l l y w a t c h i n g the student as 

she pract ices her p rocedure . ' T h a t ' s g o o d ' M a r k says to reassure her. 

H e seems sat is f ied that the students are t a k i n g the t r a i n i ng ser ious ly 

aga in . A f t e r c h e c k i n g to see i f anyone else w a n t e d to have another 

p rac t i ce w e are t o l d to m a k e our w a y back to the class r o o m . 

N o t i c e h o w M a r k starts the session i n the m o c k aerop lane i n a h u m o r o u s fash ion b y 

s ta t ing that students w i l l be ' s h i t t i n g ' themse lves w h e n they c l i m b ou t o f the p lane on 

to the step. I n f o r m a t i o n is o f t en presented i n a h u m o r o u s fash ion w h e n w e a k l i s ten ing 

3 This is to ensure that the รณdenťs hands do not hit the step when they jump from the 
aircraft. 
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b y the student c o u l d unnecessar i ly resul t i n a l i f e - th rea ten ing s i tua t ion (also see 

H o l y f i e l d 1999 and H o l y f i e l d and Jonas 2003 ) . H u m o r o u s c o m m e n t s p r o v i d e d 

students w i t h t e m p o r a r y b u t impo r t an t breaks f r o m the ser ious naUire o f the t r a i n i ng . 

A n o t h e r e x a m p l e can be p r o v i d e d f r o m the equ ipmen t f a m i l i a r i s a t i o n session, w h e n 

M a r k pu t o n a pa rachu t i ng he lme t . H e encouraged laugh te r from the g roup be fo re 

say ing ' a l t h o u g h y o u w i l l fee l l i ke a d i c k w e a r i n g th is , eve ryone 's g o i n g to l o o k j u s t 

as s tup id , and th is t h i n g [ he lme t ] can save y o u r l i f e . ' H o w e v e r , h u m o r o u s s i tuat ions 

that are n o t i n i t i a t ed b y the ins t ruc to r m a y n o t be to le ra ted. W h e n the fema le student 

asks to ' have one m o r e g o ' i n the m o c k aeroplane and j us t i f i e s her request b y s ta t ing 

tha t she doesn ' t w a n t t o d ie , the ins t ruc to r is keen to d i sp lay h o w inappropr ia te he 

be l i eved the g roups response to be. The ins t ruc to r p rov ides h is o w n d e f i n i t i o n o f the 

s i tua t ion , and the g r o u p r e t u r n to ca re fu l l y w a t c h i n g the s tudent p rac t i ce w i t h the 

seriousness that is c lear l y expec ted f r o m them. H u m o u r was s t ra teg ica l ly used b y 

ins t ruc tors t h r o u g h o u t the t r a i n i ng . T h e e m o t i o n a l l abou r o f the ins t ruc tors w o r k is 

c lea r l y ev ident . W h i l s t ear l ier w o r k on e m o t i o n a l l abour ( H o c h s c h i l d 1983; Le i dne r 

1993) has s p e c i f i c a l l y concent ra ted o n h o w w o r k e r ' s e m o t i o n s are managed i n the 

w o r k i n g e n v i r o n m e n t , th is research h i gh l i gh t s the re levance o f e m o t i o n managemen t 

i n re l a t i on t o h i g h - r i s k pursu i t s . B y sugges t ing tha t the students c o u l d l i t e ra l l y 'dié， i f 

they failed to follow the correct procedures, the instructor is риф08ЄІу inducing 

par t i cu la r fee l i ngs i n o rder t o p roduce ' t he p rope r state o f m i n d i n o the rs ' ( H o c h s c h i l d 

1983:7) . A s H o l y f i e l d and Jonas (2003 ) note i n the i r research o n w h i t e wa te r r i ve r 

gu ides , va r i ous strategies o f ' e m o t i o n m a n a g e m e n t ' are spec i f i ca l l y used b y the r i ve r 

gu ides to e i ther ' i n f l a t e or def la te the staณses o f cus tomers ' and to shape the 

par t i c ipan ts * e m o t i o n a l exper iences ' ( H o l y f i e l d , Jonas and Z a j i c e k 2 0 0 5 : 176) . I n a 

s im i l a r w a y to w h i t e wa te r r i ve r gu ides , the ins t ruc tors at the centre also re l i ed o n 
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var ious techn iques to c o n t r o l i nappropr ia te behav iou r and m a i n t a i n an appropr ia te 

e m o t i o n a l c l ima te . 

5.4 Corporeal Transformations 

The ' e m b o d i e d ' nature o f parachute t r a i n i n g is c lear l y ev iden t f r o m th is research. A s 

Lede r (1990 ) has emphas ised , h u m a n be ings shou ld be unders tood as софогеа і be ings 

and that the body֊as-a֊whole is present i n a l l ou r engagements : 

I rece ive the s u r r o u n d i n g w o r l d t h r o u g h m y eyes, m y ears, m y hands. T h e 

st ructure o f m y регсерШаІ organs shapes that w h i c h I apprehend. A n d i t is 

v i a b o d i l y means that I a m capable o f respond ing . M y legs ca r ry m e t o w a r d a 

des i red goa l seen across the d is tance. M y hands reach ou t to take u p too ls , 

recons t ruc t i ng the паШгаІ su r round ings i n to an abode u n i q u e l y su i ted to m y 

b o d y (1990 : 1). 

A l t h o u g h p r e v i o u s l y absent f r o m e m p i r i c a l w o r k o n h i g h - r i s k spor ts , as the body - aS " 

a-who le p rov ides the enab l i ng g r o u n d f o r a l l ac t i v i t i es , h u m a n с о ф о г е а і і і у shou ld no t 

be absent f r o m such inves t iga t ions . I ndeed the ' l i v e d ' b o d y shou ld be seen as p l a y i n g 

a f o r m a t i v e ro le i n a s k y d i v e r ' ร career. S k y d i v i n g requ i res an ac t i ve b o d y and 

t h roughou t the t r a i n i n g the b o d y is c o n t i n u o u s l y w o r k e d u p o n b y b o t h the ins t ruc to r 

and student. Fo r e x a m p l e , the m o c k aeroplane is repeated ly used b y students i n order 

to learn h o w to c l i m b out o n to the step co r rec t l y . Each student pract ices the ' c o r r e c t ' 

t echn ique f o l l o w i n g the c o m m a n d o f the ins t ruc tor . The f i r s t c o m m a n d the ins t ruc to r 

shouts is O n The S tep ' . W h e n hea r i ng th is c o m m a n d the s tudent p laces the i r r i gh t l eg 

ou t o f the m o c k aeroplane o n to the step be fo re p l a c i n g the i r le f t hand o n the w i n g 
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strut. F o l l o w i n g th is , the student places the i r r i g h t hand o n the w i n g strut nex t to the i r 

le f t hand i n o rder to p u l l themse lves ou t o f the p lane and on to the step. T h e y then 

m o v e the i r le f t l eg i n f r on t o f the i r right leg and p lace the i r l e f t f o o t o n the edge o f the 

step. T h e i r legs are n o w crossed. T h e รณdent s l ides b o t h hands up the w i n g strut so 

they are d i rec t l y i n front, about a shoulders w i d t h apart. The student then moves the i r 

r i gh t l eg o f f the step and ho lds i t ou t beh ind . The ins t ruc to r w i l l t hen shout ' l o o k i n ' . 

O n th is i ns t ruc t i on , the student l ooks to the le f t as i f they we re l o o k i n g at the 

ins t ruc to r h o l d i n g the stat ic l i ne i n the p lane. F i n a l l y the ins t ruc to r shouts ' G o ' . The 

student pushes o f f to the r i gh t and shouts the safety coun t O n e thousand , t w o 

thousand , three thousand , f ou r thousand, check c a n o p y ' . W h i l s t the student shouts the 

safety coun t , the i r backs are a rched , legs s l i gh t l y ben t , arms ou t and the i r head 

l o o k i n g up . I f รณdents do no t have the right ' d r o p p o s i t i o n ' , t hey c o u l d have an 

unstab le ex i t f r o m the a i rc ra f t . D u r i n g th is q u i c k succession o f m o v e m e n t s the 

ins t ruc to r w o u l d occas iona l l y shout add i t i ona l ins t ruc t ions such as ' s tay l o w ' o r ' t i g h t 

g r i p , r e m e m b e r the w i n d w i l l be abou t 7 0 - 8 0 m p h up t he re ' to the s tudent w h i l s t they 

are c l i m b i n g out . D u r i n g the safety coun t the ins t ruc to r p h y s i c a l l y co r rec ted a l l the 

รณden ts ' b o d y pos i t i ons , p u l l i n g the i r shoulders back , p u s h i n g the i r arms up , m a k i n g 

sure that the i r legs are s l i gh t l y ben t etc. รณden ts w o u l d also cons tan t l y m o n i t o r each 

others m o v e m e n t s . Occas iona l l y a s tudent w o u l d m a k e so m a n y mis takes w h i l s t 

c l i m b i n g ou t that the ins t ruc to r ins is ted that they start aga in , u n t i l t hey ' ge t i t r igh t * . 

D u r i n g m y t r a i n i ng , every รณdent p rac t i ced th is sequence at least f ou r t imes . A s 

Lede r asserts, a sk i l l has to be 'ac ted out , rehearsed and repeated ' ( 1990 : 32) i n o rder 

to pervade the i n d i v i d u a l ' s o w n с о ф о г е а і і і у . 
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Such s t ruc tu red f o r m s o f b o d i l y ac t i v i t y shou ld no t s i m p l y be v i e w e d as l ea rn ing 

'pa t te rns o f b e h a v i o u r ' . A s Cross ley ( 2004 ) ma in ta i ns , s t ruc tured f o r m s o f b o d i l y 

a c t i v i t y e m b o d y a p rac t i ca l unders tand ing and m e a n i n g and or ien t to p re - re f l ex i ve 

p r inc ip les . Cross ley p rov ides an appropr ia te examp le : 

T o learn to s w i m . . . i s no t mere l y to learn to p e r f o r m a f i x e d set o f 

m o v e m e n t s bu t rather to grasp, i n a p rac t i ca l and p re - re f l ex i ve w a y , 

p r i nc i p l es o f b u o y a n c y , wa te r d i sp lacement etc. I t is to deve lop an 

unders tand ing o f 'deep w a t e r ' su f f i c i en t to a l l o w one to stay a f loa t and m o v e 

a round w i t h i n i t . M o r e o v e r s w i m m i n g embod ies a рифозе and thus m e a n i n g 

( i .e . s tay ing a f loa t and m o v i n g i n a des i red d i r ec t i on ) and is p e r f o r m e d f o r 

th is рцфозе (Cross ley , 2004 : 38) . 

I n a s i m i l a r w a y , s k y d i v i n g also embod ies a рифозе and m e a n i n g . The students are 

taught h o w t o use, m o v e , shape and t r a n s f o r m the i r b o d y i n order to c l i m b o u t on to 

the step, to stay stable d u r i n g f ree fa l l so that the i r parachute can dep loy safe ly and 

e f f e c t i v e l y , t o steer the canopy i n the right d i r e c t i o n and to m a k e a safe l and ing . The 

p rac t i ca l i t y o f p re - re f l ex i ve awareness is o f cen t ra l impor tance . One ins t ruc to r 

e x p l a i n e d tha t the emergency d r i l l s shou ld b e c o m e ' second паШге ' , so that ' i f 

s o m e t h i n g does happen , y o u ' l l react a u t o m a t i c a l l y ' . T h e f o l l o w i n g fieldnotes descr ibe 

h o w students are taught the emergency d r i l l s w h i c h have to be learned i n case o f a 

m a l f u n c t i o n . 

' N i c k is n o w g o i n g to demonst ra te the techn ique f o r opera t ing the 

reserve . ' M a r k shouts ' b a d c a n o p y ' and N i c k shouts ' L o o k ' [ l o o k i n g 

d o w n at h is harness] ' L o c a t e ' [ p l a c i n g h is hands on the on the reserve 
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hand le and the cut a w a y pad ] T e e ľ [he peels the cut away pad ] 

' P u n c h ' [he punches d o w n towards the g r o u n d w i t h the cu t away pad 

i n h is hand . T h i s removes the m a i n parachute ] ' P u s h ' [ w i t h h is l e f t 

h a n d he pushes the reserve hand le w i t h act ivates the reserve parachute] 

' A r c h ' [arches h is back in to the d rop pos i t i on ] ' C h e c k c a n o p y ' . O K ' 

M a r k states, ' n o w N i c k w i l l do i t i n real t i m e ' and N i c k shouts 

' L O O K , L O C A T E , P E E L , P U N C H , P U S H , A R C H , C H E C K 

C A N O P Y . ' 

The re are f o u r m a i n reasons w h y a canopy can be descr ibed as ' b a d ' . The f i r s t safety 

check that students are taught refers to whe the r they be l ieve that the canopy is la rge, 

rec tangu la r and con t ro l l ab le . I n some ex t reme ly rare cases there m i g h t n o t even be a 

canopy above the students head. Such a ' t o ta l m a l f u n c t i o n ' c o u l d o n l y happen to a 

static l i ne student i f the static l i ne was no t connec ted to the ' s t r o n g p o i n ť on the p lane. 

T h e second type o f m a l f u n c t i o n students are taught to recogn ise is the ' s t reamer ' i n 

w h i c h the parachute fa i ls to in f la te . I n the t h i r d m a i n type o f m a l f u n c t i o n a ' l i ne 

ove r ' , the parachute has i n f l a ted , bu t one side has i nve r ted under a l i ne g roup , and 

there are l ines t rapped over i t . A s Steve i n f o r m e d m e ' i f i t [ the c a n o p y ] l ooks l i k e a 

b o w t ie , t hen y o u ' v e go t a l i ne over. ' F i n a l l y students are taught to l o o k f o r ' damage 

o n the c a n o p y ' ( r ips i n the n y l o n or damaged suspens ion l ines) . Such checks m u s t be 

accomp l i shed s imu l taneous l y i n a mat te r o f seconds. I n a l l o f these s i tuat ions the 

student m u s t cu t a w a y the m a i n parachute and d e p l o y the reserve. A l t h o u g h students 

are repeated ly i n f o r m e d that such s i tuat ions are rare, a l l the scenar ios g i v e n b y the 

ins t ruc to r are rea l is t i c . 
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' W e are n o w g o i n g to teach y o u th is so i f the s iณa t i on arises, y o u w i l l 

operate y o u r reserve i n s t i n c t i v e l y ' . W e f o l l o w N i c k d o w n to the m a i n 

hangar w h e r e he p rov ides each student w i t h a p rac t i ce harnesses w h i c h 

are h a n g i n g up ou ts ide the m o c k aeroplane. N i c k demonst ra tes h o w the 

harnesses w o r k , and exp la ins h o w to p u t t h e m o n . W e stand i n t w o 

l ines o f f ou r , f ac i ng each other. M a r k stands at one end and N i c k at the 

other . ' W e ' r e n o w g o i n g to p rac t i ce var ious scenar ios ' N i c k says. W e 

stand, h o l d i n g are a rms out i f f r on t as i f w e we re h o l d i n g o n to the 

w i n g strut. Sudden ly N i c k shouts ' G o ' . A l l the g roup a r ch the i r backs 

w i t h the i r legs ben t and the i r arms ra ised as i f w e we re a l l b e i n g 

arrested. W e shout together O n e thousand , t w o thousand , three 

thousand , f o u r thousand , check c a n o p y ' N i c k shouts ' m a l f u n c t i o n ' 

' L o o k , Loca te , Peel , Punch , Push , A r c h , C h e c k C a n o p y ' w e shout 

together . B o t h N i c k and M a r k l o o k un impressed . '1 can shout l ouder 

than a l l o f y o u p u t toge ther ' N i c k says and g ives a demons t ra t i on . H e 

proves h i m s e l f right. ' R i g h t , l e t ' s t r y that aga in , b u t th is t i m e I w a n t 

y o u to rea l l y shout. ' W e con t inue to prac t ice w i t h d i f f e ren t scenar ios 

such as g o o d canopy (go t h rough the basic safety checks ) , bad canopy 

or m a l f t i n c t i o n ( reserve d r i l l s ) , a rms or legs caught i n the l ines (shake 

a rms or legs to re t ract f r o m the l i nes ) , l ines are tang led ( k i c k ou r legs, 

p re tend ing to 'ge t ou t o f the t w i s t s ' ) , suspended b y the stat ic l i ne 

beneath the p lane (p lace hands o n head) etc. 

O n each c o m m a n d students mus t unders tand ' h o w to d o ' the appropr ia te sequence o f 

act ions. D u r i n g th is session a numbe r o f students made mis takes that c o u l d resul t i n 
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death or ser ious i n j u r y i f made ' i n the a i r ' . Fo r e x a m p l e , w h e n I p u l l e d m y reserve 

hand le before pee l i ng the cu t away pad , the ins t ruc to r i n f o r m e d m e (a long w i t h the 

rest o f the g roup ) that I had j u s t d ied . I learnt that I had j u s t made a ser ious m is take . 

H e exp la ined that i f I m a d e th is m is take d u r i n g an асШаІ m a l f u n c t i o n , the reserve 

parachute c o u l d become entang led w i t h the m a l f u n c t i o n e d canopy - the reserve 

canopy w o u l d n o t dep loy . T h a n k f u l l y , I o n l y made th is m is take once d u r i n g the 

t r a i n i ng . T w o o ther students also made l i f e - th rea ten ing m is takes . A l t h o u g h the least 

c o m m o n type o f pa rachu t i ng emergency , a s ta t ic - l ine hang -up resul ts i n a รณdent 

h a n g i n g undernea th the a i r c ra f t a f ter ex i t . T h i s can happen i f the student has a f ou l ed 

stat ic l i ne w h i c h has passed t h rough some o f the s tudent ' ร equ ipmen t . I f th is s iณat ion 

does occur , students are taught to p lace the i r hands o n the i r head . T h i s ind icates to the 

ins t ruc to r that t hey are consc ious and aware o f th is pa r t i cu la r emergency procedure . 

T h e ins t ruc to r w i l l show a k n i f e to the student be fo re cu t t i ng the static l ine . A s soon 

as the static l i ne is cut , the รณdent mus t go t h r o u g h the reserve d r i l l s to operate the 

reserve parachute. The ins t ruc t ions f o r th is scenar io we re ' Y o u have l e f t the a i rc ra f t , 

bu t y o u f i n d y o u r s e l f suspended undernea th . ' A l l the students p lace the i r hands on 

the i r heads apar t f r o m one student w h o shouts ' l o o k , locate, pee l , p u n c h , p u l l , a rch , 

check canopy . ' T h e ins t ruc to r a l l ows the student to f i n i s h be fo re casua l ly i n f o r m i n g 

h i m that he has j u s t k i l l e d h imse l f . N o t o n l y has he k i l l e d h imse l f , bu t he has k i l l e d 

eve ryone else i n the p lane . W e are i n f o r m e d that i f a s tudent opens the i r reserve i n 

th is ร і ш а ї і о п ' i t w i l l b r i n g the p lane d o w n 'COS w e ' r e o n l y j u m p i n g f r o m the sma l l 

Cessna. ' The ins t ruc to r then i n f o r m s us that i f w e w e r e j u m p i n g f r o m a larger p lane , 

the student w o u l d have been r i pped i n ha l f . T h e ins t ruc to r g ives the same scenar io 

aga in and th is t ime everyone places the i r hands o n the i r heads. T h e n the ins t ruc tor 

shouts ' R i g h t , I have s h o w n y o u the k n i f e and I have n o w cut the static l i n e . ' Instead 
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o f shou t i ng ou t the emergency d r i l l s l i k e eve ryone else, one student starts to shout the 

safety coun t O n e thousand , t w o thousand , three thousand , f o u r thousand , check 

c a n o p y . ' T h e ins t ruc to r i m m e d i a t e l y shouts ' W h a t canopy are y o u c h e c k i n g ? ' The 

student l o o k s con fused . ' W h a t have I j u s t done? ' T h e student s t i l l doesn ' t rep l y . The 

ins t ruc to r exp la ins that he has j u s t cu t the static l i ne and there fore the m a i n canopy 

w i l l no t be dep loyed . O n the t h i r d a t tempt a l l the รณdents demons t ra ted to the 

ins t ruc to r that they unders tood ' h o w to d o ' the cor rec t sequence o f m o v e s . 

C ross ley ' ร ( 2004 ) research o n c i r cu i t t r a i n i ng o f f e r s in te res t ing and re levant ins ights . 

Cross ley ma in ta i ns tha t par t i c ipan ts k n o w l e d g e o f w h a t compr i ses va r ious b o d y 

techn iques 4s a mat te r o f p rac t i ca l b o d i l y k n o w - h o w ra ther t han concep tua l k n o w 

that. F u r t h e r m o r e , i t is to be ab le to do i t at the right m o m e n t , w i t h o u t f i rs t h a v i n g to 

t h i n k abou t i t . The agent mus t respond a u t o m a t i c a l l y ' ( 2004 : 4 5 ) . A s I have a l ready 

suggested, the ins t ruc tors a i m f o r the students to ' react i n s t i n c t i v e l y ' to the t r a i n i n g 

scenar ios, w i t h o u t h a v i n g to t h i n k about w h a t they are d o i n g . D u r i n g the t r a i n i n g N i c k 

t o l d a s tory about h o w he w a l k e d up b e h i n d a s k y d i v e r i n the bar and shouted 

' M a l f u n c t i o n ' i n h is ear: ' I t c racked everyone up . H e sudden ly star ted g o i n g t h r o u g h 

the d r i l l , y o u k n o w L O O K , L O C A T E . Y o u can ca tch skyd i ve rs o f f gua rd l i ke tha t ' . I n 

the софогеа і t r ans fo rma t i on tha t evo lves d u r i n g the skyd ive rs career, the emergency 

procedures deve lop and ' sed imen t in to fixed hab i t s ' ( Lede r 1990: 32) . Fu r the rmore , 

an o r i en ta t i on to phys i ca l i t ems (such as the cu t a w a y p a d , reserve hand le and r i p 

co rd ) becomes іпсофОгаЇе0 i n t o the s k y d i v e r ' s b o d y and can be located w i t h o u t 

h a v i n g to see or t o u c h t h e m . T h e f o l l o w i n g examp le h i g h l i g h t s th is po in t . K a r l 

descr ibed one o f h is j u m p s w h e n he spun ou t o f con t ro l : 
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I spun out o f con t ro l the other day . l j u s t started sp inn ing . I k n e w I was 

ou t o f con t ro l . W h a t they te l l y o u to do i n such a s i tua t ion is to p u l l . 

Just p u l l [ the r i p c o r d ] . I t ' s par t o f y o u r b o d y . Y o u k n o w i t ' s there. N o 

pan ic . 

T h i s research also agrees w i t h Cross ley i n that the t r a i n i n g is about ' k n o w i n g h o w ' to 

p e r f o r m the cor rec t sequence o f ac t ions o n the ins t ruc tors spec i f i c c o m m a n d s . 

Never the less , a l t h o u g h the s k y d i v i n g รณdent c lea r l y needs to demonst ra te p rac t i ca l 

b o d i l y k n o w h o w , students are also requ i red to show that they have the concep tua l 

b a c k g r o u n d necessaty to ' k n o พ tha t ' . I ndeed a large par t o f the course concentrates 

spec i f i ca l l y o n th is b a c k g r o u n d . A t ra inee parachut is t mus t concep tua l l y ' k n o w - t h a t ' 

they have a m a l f u n c t i o n or a good canopy together w i t h the p rac t i ca l b o d i l y ' k n o w -

h o w ' to do the emergency d r i l l s . 

5.5 Reflecting on the RAPS Training 

I have p r o v i d e d t y p i c a l examp les f r o m the f u l l day ' s R A P S t r a i n i ng course. D u r i n g 

the t r a i n i n g I also hand led a l l the pa rachu t i ng equ ipmen t , learned abou t ' nu i sance ' 

fac tors such as l i ne tw is ts and end ce l l closure^*, p rac t i ced Parachute L a n d i n g Fa l ls 

( P L F ) to ensure a safe l a n d i n g , learned h o w to a rch m y b o d y i n ' the stable p o s i t i o n ' 

a f ter e x i t i n g the p lane , w h a t to do i n case o f a i rc ra f t emergenc ies , h o w to con t ro l the 

canopy , repeated ly shouted at the top o f m y vo i ce the safety p rocedures and 

emergency d r i l l s , and endured an u n c o m f o r t a b l e ten m inu tes suspended i n a t r a i n i ng 

harness i n o rder to p rac t ice va r ious emergency scenar ios. The last session o f the day 

4 Line twists and end cell closure are referred to as nuisance factors as they should not be 
considered as serious problems. Students are taught how to 'kick out the twists*, and how to 
make sure the canopy ร end cells are inflated. 
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was the m u c h an t ic ipa ted w r i t t e n e x a m , a l t h o u g h i t o n l y t u rned ou t to be a series o f 

e igh teen m u l t i p l e cho ice quest ions. Eve ryone i n the g roup passed a l t hough one 

student o n l y answered t w e l v e quest ions co r rec t l y . T h e ins t ruc tors made sure he k n e w 

whe re he w e n t w r o n g and we re еУЄпШа11у sat is f ied that he unders tood . The g o o d 

news , as fa r as I was concerned , was that w e w o u l d no t be j u m p i n g at the end o f the 

day. T h a n k f u l l y the weather was no t good enough . The ins t ruc tors i n f o r m e d us that 

the weather w o u l d also be bad the next day, and that w e shou ld there fore г е Ш т to the 

centre f o l l o w i n g w e e k e n d i n o rder to m a k e ou r f i r s t j u m p ^ I f e l t r e l i eved . M y back 

ached and m y head was p o u n d i n g . I ce r ta in l y d i d n o t fee l p repared enough to j u m p 

there and then . I needed t i m e to take i n and remember a l l the i m p o r t a n t i n f o r m a t i o n . 

A l t h o u g h I came to t rust b o t h o f m y ins t ruc tors , I f e l t even m o r e nervous about the 

prospect o f j u m p i n g ou t o f a p lane. N o t o n l y d i d I s t i l l find the idea o f c l i m b i n g ou t o f 

the p lane a d a u n t i n g prospect , b u t I had c lea r l y f a i l ed to real ise that so m a n y aspects 

c o u l d go w r o n g . I unders tood that they w e r e v e r y u n l i k e l y to happen , bu t the fac t 

r ema ined that they c o u l d happen. O n m y f i r s t j u m p I m i g h t have to operate m y 

reserve parachute , even t h o u g h I w a s n ' t en t i re l y sure i f I c o u l d de te rm ine whe the r I 

had a m a l f t i n c t i o n . I c o u l d be suspended unde r the p lane w a i t i n g f o r the ins t ruc to r to 

cu t the stat ic l i ne w i t h h is emergency k n i f e . A n o t h e r poss i b i l i t y i n v o l v e d l a n d i n g o n 

the var ious obstacles su r round ing the d rop zone such as the m o t o r w a y , the indus t r i a l 

estate, e lec t r i c i t y p y l o n s o r even a barbed w i r e fence w h i c h ou r ins t ruc to r w a r n e d ' can 

rip o f f tes t i c les ' . Such though t processes w e r e h a r d l y c o m f o r t i n g . E m i l y , a nov i ce 

parachut is t , reca l led her exper ience o f the R A P S t r a i n i ng i n a s i m i l a r fash ion : 

5 On successful complet ion o f the training course al l รณdents are issued w i t h a j u m p ticket 
wh ich is va l id for three months. Revision training dur ing this per iod is free o f charge and the 
three month period is automatically extended for a further three months from the date o f any 
revision t ra in ing attended. I f a student does not attend for the revision training after three 
months they w i l l be charged £50.00 for any revision training required. Af ter twelve months o f 
the original t raining and the student has not jumped or attended any revision training the fu l l 
course must be taken again and they w i l l be charged the fu l l fee o f £170.00. 
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The t r a i n i n g w a s rea l l y scary. I t w a s exhaus t ing . I t ' s r ea l l y in tense and 

they cove r abso lu te l y eve r y th i ng , eve ry i nc i den t and I w a s m o r e scared 

at the end o f the t r a i n i ng than I w a s at the b e g i n n i n g o f i t f o r sure. 

T h e y take y o u t h rough eve ry th i ng , they take y o u t h r o u g h l a n d i n g o n 

p y l o n s and the sea and so o n and th ings that I h a d n ' t t hough t about . I 

j u s t t hough t abou t m y parachute n o t w o r k i n g , bu t t hey j u s t sor t o f 

b r i n g ou t e v e r y t h i n g , y o u k n o w , the l ines t w i s t i n g , w h i c h aga in I 

h a d n ' t t hough t about . A l l these th ings can go w r o n g , and also they 

s h o w e d us a v i d e o that scared m e , because they showed h o w peop le 

have to w a l k ou t o f the p lane and w h e n I saw that I d i d n ' t w a n t to do i t . 

I learn t that w h e n y o u p u t i t a l l together a l o t o f th ings can ac tua l l y go 

w r o n g . L i k e y o u r l ines m i g h t no t un tang le and w h e n y o u ac tua l l y 

real ise a l l the th ings that can go w r o n g i ts ac tua l l y p re t t y a m a z i n g that 

th ings go r i gh t because y o u c o u l d end up w i t h a l i ne that doesn ' t rea l l y 

h o l d y o u r canopy right and so o n and y o u static l ine m i g h t get tang led 

up be fo re y o u even go ou t o r i t hasn ' t been packed p rope r l y , or even 

m o r e bas ic t h ings , y o u m i g h t no t even have the harness o n p r o p e r l y 

m a y b e s o m e t h i n g gets caught up i n w h a t y o u ' r e w e a r i n g y o u r a r m or 

l eg gets caught up i n the l ines or y o u h i t the p lane as y o u j u m p , I d o n ' t 

k n o w i f that is poss ib le bu t i t ce r ta in l y seem l i ke i t shou ld be poss ib le . 

A n d w h e r e y o u l and , a l l k i nds o f th ings can go w r o n g there , gusts o f 

w i n d . I m e a n the p lane m i g h t n o t even w o r k , and i t m i g h t crash 

[ L a u g h s ] so a l l sorts o f th ings can ac tua l l y go w r o n g . 
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A l t h o u g h some peop le we re d i sappo in ted no t to j u m p at the end o f the t r a i n i ng and 

re tu rned to the i r cars c o m p l a i n i n g abou t the weather , m o s t o f the students o n m y 

course were p leased to have t i m e to d igest a l l the i n f o r m a t i o n . I i n t e r v i e w e d T i m a 

w e e k af ter he c o m p l e t e d h is t r a i n i ng course: 

I n i t i a l l y w e t hough t that w e we re g o i n g to be j u m p i n g at the end o f the 

day a f te r the t r a i n i ng had f i n i s h e d , and I d i d n ' t fee l that I had m e n t a l l y 

p repared m y s e l f enough f o r th is , so I was p leased i n a w a y that I d i d n ' t 

j u m p o n Saturday. I j u m p e d o n the Sunday m o r n i n g and I p r o b a b l y had 

the ent i re n i gh t to t h i n k about i t . I ac tua l l y t hough t about i t w h i l s t 

t r y i n g to get to s leep, and w h i l s t d r i v i n g d o w n to the d r o p zone i n the 

m o r n i n g . I k n e w the distances and e v e r y t h i n g else. So I w a s qu i te 

reassured that I c o u l d r emember the t r a i n i ng . T h a t made m e fee l m o r e 

secure, and that m y m i n d had n o t gone b l a n k because y o u take o n so 

m u c h i n f o r m a t i o n that y o u j us t fear that y o u r m i n d m i g h t go b l ank . 

5.6 Further Training 

A l l students at the centre have to at tend the rev i s i on t r a i n i n g be fo re they are a l l o w e d 

to j u m p . W h e n I a r r i v e d at the centre to at tend the rev i s i on t r a i n i n g I assumed that 

everyone else w o u l d a lso be t r a i n i n g to do the i r first j u m p . I was t r y i n g to r emember 

the cor rec t p rocedures and b o d y pos i t i ons , the emergency d r i l l s , safety coun t , and the 

va r i ous scenar ios that the t r a i n i n g focused upon . I was also t r y i n g not t o t h i n k about 

c l i m b i n g out o n to the step, a though t that s t i l l made me fee l i n c r e d i b l y anx ious . E v e n 

t h o u g h I was sure that I had no t r emembered a l l the i m p o r t a n t i n f o r m a t i o n , I fe l t 
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assured that everyone else w o u l d be i n the same pos i t i on . I soon learned that th is was 

no t the case. U n l i k e the i n i t i a l t r a i n i ng , mos t o f the students w h o at tend the rev i s i on 

have usua l l y j u m p e d several t imes , and w i l l there fore be at d i f f e ren t stages o f the 

p rogress ion . W h i l s t some students m i g h t be an t i c i pa t i ng the i r first j u m p , others c o u l d 

be on d u m m y p u l l s , f i v e , ten or f i f t een second de lays, d i v e or unstable ex i ts etc. The 

f o l l o w i n g f ie ldno tes p r o v i d e a de ta i led desc r ip t i on o f the f i r s t r ev i s i on t r a i n i ng that I 

a t tended: 

I w a l k e d ove r to the recep t i on and j o i n e d a s m a l l queue o f peop le 

w a i t i n g to en ro l f o r the static l i ne t r a i n i ng course that I had at tended 

the p rev ious w e e k e n d . W h i l s t th is g roup were busy f i l l i n g ou t the i r 

f o r m s , I asked one o f the m e m b e r s o f s t a f f i f I needed to g i ve h i m m y 

j u m p t icke t . ' Y e a h ' he rep l i ed , ' I ' l l take that f r o m y o u . A l l y o u need to 

do is s ign i n o n th is sheet, and t i c k that b o x [ p o i n t i n g to a sheet o f 

paper o n a c l i pboa rd ] w h i c h c o n f i r m s that th is is y o u r f i r s t stat ic l i ne 

j u m p . ' A f t e r a f e w m i n u t e s m y name , a l o n g w i t h another f i v e รณdents, 

is ca l led over the T a n n o y sys tem and inst ructs a l l students t o mee t ou r 

ins t ruc to r i n the m a i n hangar. A s soon as a l l the รณdents are together , 

the ins t ruc to r takes a regis ter and asks us to pu t o n a p rac t i ce harness 

' d o n ' t w o r r y , y o u ' r e no t g o i n g to be suspended t o d a y ' he says, 

l a u g h i n g to h i m s e l f , as w e w a l k over to the m o c k aeroplane. A s I p u t 

o n m y harnesses I start t a l k i n g to one o f the o ther students. T o m y 

зифг ізе , he casua l ly i n f o r m s m e that he has j u m p e d a coup le o f t imes 

be fo re . A n o t h e r three students ove r hear our conve rsa t i on and i n f o r m 

m e that they have also j u m p e d be fo re , several t imes . ' W h a t , th is is 
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y o u r f i r s t j u m p ? ' one o f the students asks m e appear ing 8ифгІ5Є(1 

' Y e a h ' I rep l y , and the o n l y f ema le รณdent also says ' same he re ' . The 

f ou r students w h o have j u m p e d be fo re sm i le at each other k n o w i n g l y . 

A l t h o u g h they are n o v i c e parachut is ts , I sense that the i r l i m i t e d 

exper ience is v e r y impo r t an t to t h e m . I fee l that they k n o w some th i ng 

that I a m cu r ren t l y unaware of . The ins t ruc to r [ T o n y ] then in t roduces 

h i m s e l f and exp la ins w h a t w e w i l l be c o v e r i n g . F i rs t o f a l l he takes us 

t h r o u g h the safety procedures. ' L i k e any other m a c h i n e r y or veh i c le 

th ings can go w r o n g w i t h the p lane, [ p o i n t i n g to a s tudent ] w h a t w o u l d 

I shout ou t i f w e have to m a k e an emergency l a n d i n g ? ' 'B race , b race , 

b race ' one o f the students rep l ies . ' A n d w h a t p o s i t i o n w o u l d y o u 

adop t? ' Eve ryone fa l ls to the i r kneeร and cur ls up i n a b a l l . ' G o o d , that 

pro tec ts y o u r teeth f o r the denta l r eco rds ' [genera l l augh te r ] . O n c e w e 

l and , w a l k away from the p lane u n t i l y o u reach a safe d is tance. N o w 

remember , y o u r static l ine w i l l s t i l l be at tached, so as y o u w a l k a w a y 

y o u r canopy w i l l be dep loyed . Just keep w a l k i n g . I f the canopy is 

i n f l a t i n g and y o u feel i t c o u l d be dangerous, w h a t can y o u d o ? ' T h e 

ins t ruc to r po in ts to a s tudent ' c u t a w a y the pa rachu te ' he c o n f i d e n t l y 

rep l ies . T o n y is sat is f ied w i t h h is answer and i m m e d i a t e l y po in t s to 

another รณdent ' W h a t else c o u l d I shout i n an emergency ' . ' E x i t , ex i t , 

e x i t ' the student rep l ies. ' T h a t ' s r i gh t . I f I shout that y o u w i l l be e x i t i n g 

the p lane one af ter the other. D o n ' t s l o w l y w a l k ou t o n to the step. Just 

d i ve f r o m the step and do the b igges t a rch poss ib le . R e m e m b e r , i n th is 

s i tua t ion w e w i l l a l l be i n c lose p r o x i m i t y to one another , so be 

ca re fu l . ' W e then take i t i n t u m s to p rac t i ce our ex i t f r o m the m o c k 
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aeroplane. T o n y is sat is f ied w i t h our ex i ts and te l ls us to gather i n a 

c i rc le o n the mats i n the m i d d l e o f the hangar. A f t e r ac t i ng ou t va r ious 

scenar ios w e take o f f our p rac t ice harnesses and he i n f o r m s the g roup 

about the wea the r cond i t i ons . H e exp la ins that w e shou ld no t j u m p i n 

w i n d s over 1 5 m p h and that at the m o m e n t the w i n d s are b o r d e r i n g on 

2 0 m p h . ' I t ' s too w i n d i n g fo r nov ices at the m o m e n t , b u t h o p e f u l l y th is 

a f t e rnoon w i l l be 0 K . ' The ins t ruc tor takes a large aer ia l pho tog raph o f 

the d r o p zone and places i t on the floor. H e exp la ins whe re he t h i nks 

w e w i l l be d ispa tched and exp la ins w h e r e w c shou ld a i m to land. ' I 

t h i n k th is is r i g h t ' the ins t ruc to r says ' b u t the w i n d cond i t i ons m i g h t 

have changed be fo re y o u m a k e y o u r j u m p . I d o n ' t t h i n k i t w i l l change 

m u c h t h o u g h . Y o u ' l l be b r i e f ed o n th is j u s t be fo re y o u j u m p , so d o n ' t 

w o r r y . ' F i n a l l y he rem inds us w h e r e to go w h e n w e are ca l l ed , and 

w h e r e to find the a l l - i n -one s k y d i v i n g overa l l s . I t hank T o n y w i t h the 

o ther students and m a k e m y w a y back to the cafeter ia . 

The re are o b v i o u s s im i la r i t i es be tween the foil d a y ' s t r a i n i ng course and the rev i s i on 

t r a i n i ng . A great dea l o f emphas is is p laced o n safety p rocedures and the same 

scenar ios are p r o v i d e d b y the ins t ruc tor . Ques t ions are asked about l a n d i n g 

p rocedures , he igh ts a i r c ra f t emergenc ies , canopy safety checks and the emergency 

d r i l l s . L i k e the R A P S t r a i n i ng , the students are no t supposed to answer any quest ions 

unless they are asked d i rec t l y b y the ins t ruc tor . Occas iona l l y th is ru le w o u l d be 

b r o k e n b y an ove r enthus iast ic student k e e n to demonst ra te the i r recen t l y acqu i red 

k n o w l e d g e . I n one such s iณat ion the ins t ruc to r f i r m l y r e m i n d e d the student no t to 

' c a l l o u t ' the answers b y s ta t ing that the t r a i n i ng ' i s no t a c o m p e t i t i o n ' . The rev i s i on 
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conc ludes w i t h the ins t ruc to r i n f o r m i n g students about w i n d speeds and answer ing 

any quest ions that m i g h t ar ise. T h r o u g h o u t the rev i s i on students have to wea r t r a i n i ng 

harnesses to demonst ra te that they unders tand the cor rec t sequence f o r p u l l i n g the 

cu taway pad and p u s h i n g the reserve hand le . T h e m o r e exper ienced รณdents wear 

t r a i n i ng harnesses w h i c h also have a ' d u m m y p u l ľ , so that t hey can pract ice ' p u l l i n g ' 

d u r i n g the t r a i n i n g session. W h e n shou t ing the safety coun t , students have to assume 

the cor rec t ' a r c h e d ' b o d i l y p o s i t i o n u n t i l each scenar io is over . A t the start o f th is 

pa r t i cu la r r e v i s i o n t r a i n i ng , the ins t ruc to r i n f o r m e d the n e w comers that they ' w o n ' t 

be suspended t o d a y ' . Here the ins t ruc to r is r e f e r r i n g to the R A P S course, whe re 

รณdents are suspended from a t ra in ing harnesses to demonst ra te that they can deal 

w i t h d i f f e ren t emergency s iณat ions and general canopy con t ro l w h i l s t ' i n the a i r ' and 

to k n o w r o u g h l y ' h o w i t feels to be suspended under the c a n o p y ' . The rev i s i on 

t r a i n i n g does n o t a t tempt to cover a l l the top ics cove red o n the R A P S course, o r 

p r o v i d e nea r l y as m u c h de ta i l . H o w e v e r , the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i n g does cove r the a l l m a i n 

areas covered o n the f u l l days t r a i n i ng and condenses such i n f o r m a t i o n so that the 

students are re f reshed and ready to j u m p af ter r o u g h l y h a l f an hour . 

A l t h o u g h there c lea r l y are s im i la r i t i es be tween b o t h the R A P S and rev i s i on t r a i n i ng , i t 

is impo r t an t to recogn ise the d i f fe rences . T h e mos t obv i ous d i f f e rence concerns the 

students i n the g roup . U n l i k e the R A P S course, the m a j o r i t y o f the รณdents w h o 

at tend the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i ng have j u m p e d be fo re and have m o v e d b e y o n d the f i r s t f e w 

progress ive stages. The quest ions and scenarios are there fore less p rob lema t i c . Such 

students have a l ready f o r m u l a t e d rec ipes fo r the types o f behav iou r requ i red f o r each 

o f the scenar ios p r o v i d e d b y the ins t ruc tor . รณden ts m o r e advanced i n the i r s k y d i v i n g 

career had deve loped hab i tua l e m b o d i e d techn iques f o r each scenar io and react 
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au toma t i ca l l y to the i ns t ruc to r ' s commands . Never the less , as some รณdents are 

a t tend ing the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i ng to m a k e the i r first j u m p they have no t acqu i red enough 

c o m m o n sense k n o w l e d g e (Schutz 1964) to k n o w h o w to act i n each s i tua t ion . D u r i n g 

the rev i s i on t r a i n i n g descr ibed above , there we re cer ta in quest ions that I c o u l d no t 

have answered . I there fore f o u n d m y s e l f t r y i n g to a v o i d contac t w i t h the i ns t ruc to r ' ร 

eyes so that I c o u l d escape b e i n g asked par t i cu la r quest ions. I a lso f o u n d m y s e l f 

c o p y i n g the ac t ions and b o d i l y pos i t i ons o f o ther students i n va r ious s i tuat ions such as 

r o l l i n g up i n a ba l l f o r the emergency l and ing as w e l l as the pa r t i cu la r sequent ia l o rder 

requ i red f o r the reserve d r i l l s . I n th is respect I had to rep l ica te the act ions o f others 

w h o had b u i l t up the i r h i g h l y spec ia l ised general s tock o f k n o w l e d g e . D u r i n g the 

r e v i s i o n t r a i n i n g the รณdents, w i t h o u t i ns t ruc t i on , w o u l d order themse lves i n a s e m i 

c i r c le a round the ins t ruc tor . K e e p i n g a cer ta in a m o u n t o f d is tance be tween each 

s tudent to have enough space f o r each t r a i n i ng scenar io was a lso managed b y the 

รณdents themselves and รณdents w o u l d au toma t i ca l l y adop t the cor rec t b o d i l y 

pos i t i ons w i t h o u t spec i f i c i ns t ruc t i on . W h i l s t the s t ructure o f the t r a i n i n g d u r i n g the 

R A P S course was c o m p l e t e l y de te rm ined b y the ins t ruc tors , the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i ng was 

also s t ruc tured b y the students themselves. A l t h o u g h I s t r i c t l y adhered to the 

c o m m a n d s o f the ins t ruc to r and c o n f o r m e d to m y pa r t i cu la r r o l e , some รณdents w o u l d 

fee l c o n f i d e n t enough to dev ia te f r o m the cor rec t p rocedures. T h e mos t c o m m o n 

d e v i a t i o n occu r red d u r i n g the safety count . D u r i n g one r e v i s i o n t r a i n i n g session 

ins tead o f shou t i ng ' l o o k , locate, pee l , p u n c h , p u s h , a rch , check c a n o p y ' one student 

started the safety coun t w i t h the w o r d s ' f u c k , sh i t , pee l , p u n c h . . . ' A l t h o u g h th is 

w o u l d have been unacceptab le d u r i n g the R A P S t r a i n i n g , on th is occas ion the 

ins t ruc to r l aughed w i t h the rest o f the g roup . T h e ins t ruc to r also a d m i t t e d that w h e n 

he first had a m a l f u n c t i o n , he d i d not shout the w o r d ' l o c a t e ' . H e gave the g roup a 
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c lue b y say ing that that the w o r d he shouted began w i t h an ร and ended i n a T . The 

ins t ruc to r c o m m e n t e d that he d i d no t care w h a t w o r d s we re used ' i n the a i r ' as l o n g as 

they were f o l l o w e d b y the cor rec t ac t ions. A n o t h e r examp le was p r o v i d e d b y a 

รณdent w h o was on f i f t een second de lays , and therefore e x t r e m e l y f a m i l i a r w i t h the 

rev i s i on t r a i n i ng . A t the end o f the safety coun t , instead o f shou t i ng ' check c a n o p y ' he 

shouted ' change underwear , . A n o t h e r student , af ter success fu l l y p r a c t i c i n g the reserve 

d r i l l s w i t h the rest o f the g roup , l o o k e d up at h is p re tend reserve canopy and shouted 

*no , that c a n o p y is fticked as w e l l , game over . ' A l t h o u g h b o t h the ins t ruc to r and g roup 

also f o u n d h is s tatement h u m o r o u s , the ins t ruc to r reassured the รณdents that th is was 

e x t r e m e l y u n l i k e l y to happen. W h i l s t m o s t รณdents adhere to the cor rec t f o rmu las f o r 

each scenar io , some advanced students w e r e c o n f i d e n t e n o u g h to dev ia te f r o m the 

p resc r ibed f o rmu las . Such dev ia t ions demonst ra te that they have acqu i red enough 

s tock o f spec ia l ised k n o w l e d g e to k n o w h o w and w h e n to p r o v i d e ' h u m o r o u s b reaks ' 

f r o m the va r i ous p re -de te rm ined scr ipts. A s the m a j o r i t y o f poss ib le dev ia t ions w o u l d 

n o t be accepted b y the ins t ruc to r (no t a d o p t i n g the co r rec t b o d i l y p o s i t i o n , a n s w e r i n g 

quest ions w i t h o u t b e i n g d i rec t l y asked b y the ins t ruc to r , c o n f u s i n g the order o f the 

emergency d r i l l s o r l a n d i n g he igh ts e tc ) , k n o w i n g b o t h h o w and w h e n to p rov i de 

acceptable dev ia t ions served to demonst ra te the i r f a m i l i a r i t y and inc reas ing exper t ise 

i n re la t ion to the i r s k y d i v i n g career. 

5.7 Career Progression 

A t an ear ly stage o f the i r s k y d i v i n g career, รณdents become inc reas ing l y aware o f the 

p rogress ive stages t hey need t o comp le te be fo re b e c o m i n g a l i censed skyd i ve r . A s I 

have t r i ed to make c lear , d u r i n g the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i ng รณdents w h o have never j u m p e d 

are t r a i n i ng a longs ide other students w h o are at d i f f e ren t stages o f the i r s k y d i v i n g 
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career. Conversa t i ons be tween รณdents be fo re and af ter the rev i s i on t r a i n i n g o f t en 

focused o n h o w m a n y j u m p s each o f the students had made. T h e f o l l o w i n g f ie ldno tes 

descr ibe a pa r t i cu la r conversa t ion be tween students w a i t i n g to start the rev i s i on 

t r a i n i ng . A s these f ie ldno tes suggest, the n u m b e r o f j u m p s became an i m p o r t a n t 

i nd i ca to r f o r d e t e r m i n i n g each s tudent 's l i m i t e d exper ience: 

I a m handed a t r a i n i ng harness b y another student. ' W h e n d i d y o u last 

j u m p ? ' 

' L a s t w e e k ' I r ep l i ed , ' b u t I ' ve o n l y done one j u m p . H o w about y o u ? ' 

' I ' m o n f i ve second de lays ' 

' R e a l l y , w h a t ' s that l i k e ? ' 

'Exce l l en t . Y o u can see the g round rush ing towards y o u . I t ' s 

i n c r e d i b l e ' 

' I s i t ha rd to stay i n the arched p o s i t i o n ? ' 

' N o . The w i n d k i n d o f n a t o a l l y puts y o u i n that p o s i t i o n a n y w a y ' 

' W h a t about f i n d i n g the rip c o r d ? ' 

' Y o u k n o w i t ' s t he re ' she c o n f i d e n t l y rep l ies ' Y o u p rac t i ce o n the 

g r o u n d so m u c h . I t m i g h t no t be exac t l y whe re y o u t h i n k i t i s , b u t y o u 

d o n ' t pan ic , j u s t fee l a round and y o u ' l l find i t . ' 

' S o h o w m a n y j u m p s have y o u done to get to five second de lays? ' 

T v e done s ix teen j u m p s . I j u s t t hough t that I shou ld rea l l y t ry to 

progress. I used to get rea l l y scared c l i m b i n g ou t o n to the step, b u t 

I ' v e conquered that fear n o w ' cos I ' ve b e i n g d o i n g a l o t o f j u m p s 

recen t l y . ' 
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T v e heard that y o u can rea l l y progress i f y o u do several j u m p s i n one 

day , instead o f j u s t one j u m p a week . ' 

' Y e a h , tha t ' s t rue. T h a t ' s w h a t I ' ve been d o i n g . I t ' s r ea l l y g o o d i f y o u 

can do t w o or three j u m p s i n one day . ' 

A n o t h e r s tudent has been ove rhea r ing our conve rsa t i on w h i l s t p u t t i n g 

on h is t r a i n i ng harness. 

' S o y o u ' r e o n f i ve second delays are y o u ? ' he asks the other student. 

' Y e a h . I t ' s rea l l y amaz ing . H o w about y o u ? ' 

O h I ' m o n f i f t e e n seconds ' 

O h right' she rep l ies 

' R e a l l y ' I say. W e b o t h sound impressed w i t h h i s ach ievement . 

' Y e a h , I was l o o k i n g a round as I w a s f a l l i n g . I t was intense ( fac ia l 

imp ress i on to im i ta te h o w exh i l a ra t i ng the sensat ion was ) 

Students a t tend ing the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i ng w o u l d usua l l y d i scover h o w m a n y j u m p s each 

รณdent had made be fo re the t r a i n i n g started. W h i l s t t a k i n g the register , the ins t ruc to r 

w o u l d also c l a r i f y h o w m a n y j u m p s each student had p r e v i o u s l y done: 

O u r i ns t ruc to r f o r the rev i s i on t r a i n i n g ( A n d y ) starts to take the 

regis ter . ' S o , w h o ' s M i c k ? ' the ins t ruc to r asks. The s tudent raises h i s 

hand . ' R i g h t , so y o u ' r e o n f i f teens , Sarah, y o u ' r e s t i l l o n f i ve second 

de lays. Jason and D a v e , y o u t w o have o n l y j u m p e d once be fo re 

h a v e n ' t y o u . ' The ins t ruc to r r em inds b o t h o f these students to take a 

harness w i t h o u t a d u m m y p u l l . ' James, y o u ' r e a lso o n static l i n e ' ' Y e s ' 

I r e p l y , m y tone suggest ing that I was no t prepared to j u m p w i t h o u t 
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one. The ins t ruc to r laughed before c o n f i r m i n g w i t h Gary , the last 

รณdent i n the g roup , that he is o n h is f i r s t d u m m y p u l l . ' H o p e f u l l y 

w e ' l l a lso get y o u on to d u m m y pu l l s a f te r t o d a y ' the ins t ruc to r says to 

m e as he hands m e a t r a i n i ng harness. 

Conversa t ions be tween the students usua l l y focused on w h a t stage they had reached, 

and the ins t ruc tors w o u l d a lso p r o v i d e spec i f i c i n f o r m a t i o n re la t ing to the d i f f e ren t 

stages on an i n d i v i d u a l basis. รณden ts were eager to progress i n o rder to demonst ra te 

the i r ab i l i t i es b o t h to themse lves , and to o ther students and ins t ruc tors . I t a l ked to one 

รณdent ( N e i l ) a f te r w e had j u m p e d out o f the same p lane together . I asked h i m h o w 

h is j u m p wen t , and descr ibed some o f m y o w n exper iences. A l t h o u g h he was l o o k i n g 

f o r w a r d to h is j u m p , and t a l ked pos i t i ve l y about h i s expecta t ions p r i o r to j u m p i n g , he 

n o w seemed f rus t ra ted and i n c r e d i b l y impa t i en t : '1 j u s t w a n t to k n o w h o w i t w e n t , 

t ha t ' s a l l . I ' m no t sure i f m y ex i t w a s good enough . I t h i n k i t was , b u t I j u s t d o n ' t 

k n o w , do y o u k n o w whe re K e i t h [ou r ins t ruc to r ] is? I t h o u g h t w e we re g o i n g to get 

some feedback, b u t I t h i n k he ' s taken some o ther รณdents up . I c a n ' t be l ieve i t , w h y 

c a n ' t he j u s t te l l us . , N e i l ' s last j u m p was h is t h i r d d u m m y p u l l . I n o rder to progress 

o n to the nex t stage ( three second f ree f a l l ) the รณdent has to m a k e three successfu l 

d u m m y pu l l s . The first three second f ree fa l l mus t also take p lace w i t h i n t w e n t y f ou r 

hours o f the last j u m p . A s th is stage requi res the รณdent to o p e n the i r o w n canopy , the 

ins t ruc to r mus t be c o m p l e t e l y sat is f ied o f the s tudent 'ร ab i l i t y . N e i l was f rus t ra ted 

because he had in tended to comp le te h is first three second free fa l l the same day. 

O the rw i se he w o u l d have to w a i t u n t i l the f o l l o w i n g w e e k e n d and therefore do 

another d u m m y p u l l be fo re b e i n g a l l o w e d to d e p l o y h is o w n canopy . Students rece ive 

feedback f r o m the i r i ns t ruc to r a f ter each j u m p . H o w e v e r , w h e n the centre is busy 
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students w o u l d occas iona l l y have to w a i t f o r the i r feedback u n t i l the i r ins t ruc tor 

became ava i lab le . M u c h to N e i l ' s annoyance, on th is occas ion w e had to w a i t f o r over 

an hour . N e i l w a s even m o r e f rus t ra ted w h e n he learned tha t h i s j u m p was no t g o o d 

e n o u g h to progress on to the nex t stage. The ins t ruc to r i n f o r m e d h i m that he de-

arched w h e n he p u l l e d the d u m m y p u l l and exp la ined the va r ious dangerous s i tuat ions 

that c o u l d arise. O n that occas ion m y feedback was also no t pa r t i cu l a r l y pos i t i ve : 

A l t h o u g h m y c l i m b ou t was con f i den t , I f a i l ed to a rch m y back 

enough . ' Y o u r arch w a s qu i te flat, and y o u k i c k e d y o u r legs. I t ' s o n l y 

na tu ra l , i t ' s qu i te c o m m o n acณa l l y . Y o u k n o w wha t y o u ' r e d o i n g d o n ' t 

y o u , y o u ' r e l o o k i n g f o r the g r o u n d , bu t the g r o u n d ' s n o t there. So y o u 

need to m a k e a consc ious e f f o r t no t to k i c k y o u r legs and y o u need to 

p rac t i ce a r c h i n g y o u r back. Y o u j u s t need t o b reak i t d o w n , t ha t ' s a l l . 

O n c e y o u ' v e c l i m b e d out i n t o p o s i t i o n , t hen y o u ' r e o n to the nex t 

stage. A f t e r y o u have le f t the p lane and arched p rope r l y , t hen y o u ' r e o n 

to the nex t stage, have I got a m a l f t i n c t i o n . Be l i eve m e , i f y o u have, 

y o u ' l l dea l w i t h i t . D o n ' t t r y to t h i n k abou t e v e r y t h i n g at once. The 

t h i n g is , y o u ' r e b e c o m i n g aware o f w h a t y o u are d o i n g n o w . I be t y o u 

c a n ' t even remember y o u r f i r s t j u m p . L i k e everyone else, y o u we re 

sh i t t i ng yourse l f . A t the end o f y o u r f i r s t j u m p , y o u w e r e j u s t p leased 

to be a l i ve . B u t n o w y o u are m o r e aware that y o u are j u m p i n g f r o m a 

p lane , so y o u need to con t ro l that. T h a t ' s the good t h i n g about th is 

spor t , t he re ' s a lways s o m e t h i n g y o u can i m p r o v e o n . ' ' S o i t w a s n ' t a 

g o o d j u m p ' I sa id. ' W e l l , i t w a s n ' t b r i l l i an t , b u t i t was safe, and tha t ' s 

the m a i n t h i n g . I ' ve seen ex i ts that are j u s t no t safe and a l l o f those 
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ex i ts today we re safe. Y o u ' r e a l l a l i ve , so as fa r as I ' m concerned , 

tha t ' s a good day at the o f f i c e . W e r e y o u ta l ked d o w n ? ' ' N o , I w a s t o l d 

to flare, tha t ' s a l l . ' ' E x c e l l e n t , ' he rep l ies , ' I shal l w r i t e d o w n o n y o u r 

ca rd abou t de -a rch ing and k i c k i n g y o u r legs, bu t I ' l l a lso p u t that y o u 

have g o o d canopy c o n t r o l . ' U n l i k e t w o o f the o ther students i n m y 

g roup , I w o u l d n o t be p rogress ing o n to d u m m y r i p pu l l s f o r m y nex t 

j u m p . I fe l t f rus t ra ted that I had k i c k e d m y legs and no t a rched m y 

b a c k enough . I w o u l d n o w have to w a i t u n t i l the f o l l o w i n g w e e k to t ry 

aga in . I fe l t de te rm ined to ach ieve th is o n m y nex t j u m p . 

D u r i n g the feedback ins t ruc tors w o u l d usua l l y f i n d s o m e t h i n g pos i t i ve to say about 

each s tudent 's j u m p , even i f the ove ra l l feedback w a s negat ive . A l t h o u g h I f a i l ed to 

a r ch m y b a c k and k i c k m y legs, I was also i n f o r m e d that I c l i m b e d out w e l l and that I 

h a d good c a n o p y con t ro l . Feedback was impo r t an t f o r the รณdents. N o t o n l y w o u l d 

the ins t ruc to r evaluate the i r pe r f o rmance and advise students h o w to ove rcome any 

m is takes , b u t the students w o u l d o n l y be con f i den t to c o m m e n t o n the i r pe r fo rmance 

a f te r they rece ived feedback from the i r ins t ruc tor . Occas iona l l y feedback w o u l d j u s t 

be pos i t i ve and ex t reme ly b r i e f such as ' exce l l en t c l i m b out , g o o d a rch , no p r o b l e m , 

y o u can go o n to d u m m y p u l l s f o r y o u r nex t j u m p 0 K . ' A s the above f ie ldno tes 

demons t ra te , feedback can also be e x t r e m e l y de ta i led . A b r i e f s u m m a r y o f the 

feedback is w r i t t e n o n each s tudent ' ร i n d i v i d u a l f o r m and is kep t at the centre. T h i s 

a l l o w s each ins t ruc to r to k n o w exac t l y h o w m a n y t imes each รณdent has j u m p e d , and 

to k n o w w h a t stage o f the p rogress ion sys tem they have reached. W h e n the ins t ruc to r 

asked i f I w a s ' t a l ked d o w n ' I c o n f i d e n t l y rep l i ed that I was o n l y t o l d to flare m y 

parachute . A l l students at the centre have to j u m p w i t h a rad io o n the i r first f e w 
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j u m p s . A n exper ienced skyd i ve r or ins t ruc to r ins t ructs the student w h i l s t l o o k i n g 

t h r o u g h p o w e r f u l , t r i p o d m o u n t e d b inocu la rs . A p a r t f r o m m a k i n g sure that the student 

has c o m p l e t e d the safety checks and is f a c i n g the right d i r ec t i on they a lso he lp w i t h 

l a n d i n g w h i c h is ha rd to j u d g e , espec ia l ly f o r the nov i ce parachut is t . O n th is pa r t i cu la r 

j u m p the o n l y i ns t ruc t i on that I rece ived concerned the l and ing . A f t e r the f i r s t f e w 

j u m p s , the ins t ruc tors encourage students to j u m p w i t h o u t the assistance o f the rad io . 

A s one ins t ruc to r i n f o r m e d me , ' w e t r y to w e a n รณdents o f the rad ios , a f ter a f e w 

j u m p s there 's n o reason w h y they have to j u m p w i t h one . ' Never the less , some 

students are n o t con f i den t j u m p i n g w i t h o u t one, even af ter j u m p i n g a n u m b e r o f 

t imes . One exper ienced s k y d i v e r r e m e m b e r e d h is o w n anx ie t y o f j u m p i n g w i t h o u t 

i ns t r uc t i on from the rad io : 

I j u s t d i d n ' t w a n t to j u m p w i t h o u t i t . I t h i n k I w a s o n abou t m y n i n t h 

j u m p or some th ing , and everyone w a s t e l l i n g m e that I shou ld j u m p 

w i t h o u t one , bu t I w a s n ' t h a v i n g any o f i t . So I j u m p e d , w i t h i t [ the 

r a d i o ] , b u t no -one ta l ked m e d o w n or t o l d m e w h e n to flare. A f t e r that 

I never j u m p e d w i t h a rad io . T h a t gave m e the con f idence to k n o w that 

I c o u l d do i t b y myse l f . 

(Jason) 

H a v i n g the k n o w l e d g e and con f idence to j u m p w i t h o u t the assistance o f the rad io was 

an i m p o r t a n t pa r t o f the career p rogress ion and ins t ruc to rs w o u l d o f t e n r e c o m m e n d 

students to j u m p w i t h o u t the rad io a f te r the i r f i rs t f e w j u m p s . Students w o u l d also 

been equa l l y as k e e n to demonst ra te that t hey c o u l d j u m p w i t h o u t one. Feedback 

encouraged รณdents to progress to the nex t stage and p r o v i d e d the nex t cha l lenge to 

o v e r c o m e . 
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The feedback sessions also a l l o w e d the รณdents to t a l k abou t the var ious stages o f 

p rog ress ion , to c o m m e n t on the i r o w n fears and anx ie t ies and l o o k back ove r the i r 

p rog ress ion to see h o w m u c h they had i m p r o v e d . I t a l ked w i t h a student w h o I had 

j u s t rece ived feedback w i t h . Students w o u l d o f t en hear stor ies abou t the ' d r e a d e d ' 

unstable ex i t w h e r e the รณdent is qui te l i t e ra l l y pushed out o f the p lane: 

I asked K a r l w h a t h i s nex t stage was. ' W e l l , m y b a c k ' ร a p r o b l e m at 

the m o m e n t . M y parachute opened up s t ra ight a w a y o n tha t last j u m p 

and i t f u c k i n g hur t . I t ' s s t i l l k i l l i n g m e , b u t I k n o w I ' m i m p a t i e n t so at 

some p o i n t t oday I m i g h t j u s t say f u c k i t , and go up aga in . I c o u l d get 

m y ca tegory e igh t i n a f e w j u m p s . I w a n t e d to get i t done th is weekend . 

L o o k at the weather , per fect . I t h i n k I ' m j u s t g o i n g to get up there 

a n y w a y . ' ' S o w h a t ' s y o u r nex t s tage' I ask aga in . ' T h e unstab le e x i t ' 

he rep l ies ' I have to get ou t o n to the step and h o l d m y l eg w i t h m y 

r i gh t hand . D e p e n d i n g o n the ins t ruc to r , y o u can get k i c k e d o f f the 

step. A p p a r e n t l y they rea l l y e n j o y i t . T h e n y o u ' v e go t to sp in f o r at 

least f i v e seconds be fo re y o u ' r e a l l o w e d to a rch . A p p a r e n t l y i t ' s y o u r 

best j u m p y o u k n o w , ' cos i t g ives y o u loads o f con f i dence . ' 

Such conversa t ions together w i t h the feedback sessions encouraged one o f m y 

in te rv iewees to progress. I asked her i f she was in terested i n w o r k i n g her w a y t h r o u g h 

the p rogress ion sys tem: 

152 



Yeah, definitely. Although when I did the training I didn't think about 

that at all. It was just to do it for the first one jump and I thought I was 

going to be happy with that really. But on the first day somebody, oh I 

can't remember, oh yeah that's right, during the feedback that they 

gave us there were more experienced people who were better and had 

done more jumps and that encouraged me because it made me think, 

ah, you can move on, you can get better. I think that's the key to why I 

want to progress. And also it's really good, because you see people 

who really are better and really good at it and you think oh wow, and 

you want to do it. My next stage wi l l be dummy rip pulls, which 

involves pretending to pull the parachute yourself. I could be at that 

stage in a few more jumps. 

Although Emily was only initially interested in doing one jump, the feedback session 

and the general interaction with other students encouraged her to progress. Another 

experienced interviewee also commented on how he initially thought he would only 

do one jump. Again the feedback sessions encouraged Andrew to progress all the way 

through to category eight: 

The first time I did it I just thought it was absolutely brilliant, but after 

the feedback and talking to other more experienced students, I realised 

that that was just the beginning. It's about learning new skills all the 

time, after the first few jumps it's not about just getting out of the 

plane and living it, it's actually learning to do stuff in the air. You've 
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got dummy pulls, five, tens, fifteens and then you start wearing an alti^ 

[altimeter] and асШаІІу using the alti to pull rather than counting to 

pull. And then you do turns, three sixty left, three sixty right, back 

loop, back loop is ftin. Unstable exits, which is even more fim, dive 

exits and tracks and then you have to put them all together. 

Initially the smdent aims to climb out onto the step correctly, arch their back to 

maintain the correct bodily position for canopy deployment and land on their feet 

instead of using the parachute landing fall technique. These are all important 

challenges to overcome, but such challenges are 'only the beginning'. Even though 

most students had not previously entertained the idea of progressing, their exposure to 

the revision training and feedback sessions together with interactions at the drop zone 

with other more advanced students encouraged students to progress further then they 

might have previously anticipated. Even when students have particular difficulties 

with certain stages of the progression system, most students simply referred to such 

problems as obstacles to overcome: 

I had problems getting past three and five second delays because I was 

a bit crap. I couldn't stay stable. But once I got over that the one that I 

remember that was really nice was my first ten second jump. That was 

the first time I actually got flat facing to earth because it takes about 

eight seconds to get horizontal. And then you асШаІІу start to feel the 

6 รณdents start with an altimeter attached to their chest strap. However, as they start to 
progress, the altimeter is worn on the hand as it is easier to see during free fall. 
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wind rushing into your face, because obviously your speed has 

increased as well. 

(Steve) 

A skydivers career involves successfully completing each level of the progression 

system, but it also includes 'the notion of career contingency, those factors on which 

mobility from one position to another depends' (Becker 1963:24). In order to progress 

to the next level of progression the students have to meet certain requirements. As I 

have previously discussed, not satisfying the instructor enough to progress to the next 

level can create much frustration amongst the รณdents. Nevertheless, such frustration 

only served to make the รณdent even more determined to reach the next stage. Certain 

stages are celebrated in ritual fashion (Celsi et al. 1993). The most celebrated stage for 

รณdents to pass is their first free fall, as this particular stage demonstrates the 

รณdent's progression towards becoming a competent skydiver. Karl describes the 

reactions of both the instructors and the regular skydivers after his first free fall, or 

what skydivers refer to as 'hop and pop'. 

Everyone makes such a big deal about it when you've done your first 

free fall. The instructors and skydivers have so much admiration ' C O S 

you've got to that level. 'Cos they say that i f you haven't done a free 

fall you're not a skydiver, you're a parachutist. It's the fact that you've 

jumped out of the plane and opened your own parachute, and that's 

what it's all about. You've done it all yourself. I was buzzing 

afterwards. I don't think I came down from about 10,000ft until about 

Wednesday. I was on a high for days. I was like phoning everyone, and 
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telling everyone and I was threatened with violence i f I told anyone 

again [laughs]. 

Whilst at the drop zone I observed รณdents also being congraณlated by their 

instructors after successfully completing other progressive stages, from their first 

static line jump (where รณdents are awarded with applause together with a certificate 

certifying that they have made a static line parachute jump) to the unstable exit and 

the first fifteen second delay. Nevertheless, as Karl states, the first free fall is a mile 

stone in the students skydiving career. Once the student has completed their first 'hop 

and pop' they are considered to be a novice skydiver rather than a student who enjoys 

parachuting. The novice apprenticeship has been successfully completed. As Karl 

informed me, he was no longer considered to be a 'dope on a rope' (static line 

student) by the regular skydivers. The instructors and skydivers also make a 'big deal, 

when students pass their category eight and achieve the staณร of a licensed skydiver. 

On such occasions the student would usually wait until the evening to celebrate their 

success in the bar. During my fieldwork three students actually put enough money 

behind the bar to buy everyone at the drop zone a drink. As the CCI informed me, 

when รณdents achieve their category eight they are almost expected to 'get the beers 

in ' . Such rites of passage mark the acceptance of the student into the skydiving 

community. 

5.8 Vocabularies of Motive 

As the novice skydiver progresses they enter a new social world. Unfamiliar terms are 

now understood and topics of conversation that once would have been considered 

mundane (such as weather conditions, specialised equipment, types of plane, canopy 
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size) are now of serious importance. The student learns to speak the technical 

language of skydiving and as their career develops the student begins to feel 'at home' 

with their new surroundings. In a similar way to the wheelchair runners described by 

Patrick and Bignall (1984) the skydiving world is also a world of shared experience. 

Students initial curiosity about what it is like to skydive has been satisfied, and the 

extraordinary actions of jumping out of a plane gradually become as ordinary and 

taken-for-granted as other areas of their everyday lives. The transition that occurs can 

be explored by considering the different vocabularies of motive provided by novice 

parachutists and experienced skydivers. As Mills recognised, in order to provide 

adequate grounds for their own conduct people 'vocalise and impute motives to 

themselves and to others' (1940: 904) when questioned about their behaviour. Such 

motives should not be understood as fixed or abstract forces within the individual. 

Mills provides a sociological approach by arguing that motives should be understood 

as external products that individuals employ to provide adequate and meaningful 

descriptions of their own behaviour. In this respect such meaningful descriptions are 

understood as 'accepted justifications for present, future or past programs or acts 

(1940: 907). Adopting a similar approach, Lyman and Scott (1970) explain how social 

actors provide 'acceptable utterances' to 'account' for action that is considered 

untoward. Lyman and Scott define an account as 'a linguistic device employed 

whenever an action is subjected to valuative inquiry...Moreover, accounts are 

"siณated" according to the statuses of the interactants' (1970: 112). Lyman and Scott 

focus on two types of accounts: 

There are in general two types of accounts: excuses and justifications. Either 

or both are likely to be invoked when a person is accused of having done 
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something that is "bad, wrong, inept, unwelcome, or in some other of the 

numerous possible ways, untoward." Justifications are accounts in which one 

accepts responsibility for the act in question, but denies the pejorative quality 

associated with it...Excuses are accounts in which one admits that the act in 

question is bad, wrong, or inappropriate but denies full responsibility (1970: 

113-114). 

Lyman and Scott are primarily concerned with linguistic forms offered by social 

actors to account for untoward action. As skydiving can result in serious injury and 

even death, jumping out of a plane as a form of recreation is often considered 

untoward by non-participants (Alvarez 1973; Brannigan and McDougall 1983; Lyng 

1990). As Farrell (1967) recognised, non-participants often regard the act of 

skydiving to symbolise a death wish, a form of behavioural irrationalism which 

attracts individuals who have suicidal tendencies. Vanreusel and Renson have also 

suggested that such negative labelling can 'lead to the ascription of social stigma to 

the participants of dangerous sports' (1983: 188). Skydivers are aware of some of the 

negative stereotypical assumptions held by those outside the skydiving community. 

Experienced interviewees commented on how some of their friends thought they had 

a death wish and how the media constantly portrays skydivers as reckless individuals 

who риф05е1у seek out unnecessary risks. Skydivers believed that the stereotypical 

views suggesting that skydivers are a 'bunch of narcissistic adrenalin addicts' or that 

skydivers' had to be 'mad dare devils and completely nuts' were totally inaccurate. As 

one of the instructors at the centre informed me: 
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The stereotype is that we're just crazy, on the edge, that there's no 

rationale to our behaviour. Apparently we're all adrenalin junkies who 

are just a bit weird. Some of the really negative stereotypes say that 

skydivers are people who are not happy with their lives, that we're 

bored, you know, that we're not satisfied with normal things and so on. 

And I don't think that's true at all. 

(Paul) 

As *Most people one meets from day to day would never dream of jumping' 

(Donaldon 2000: 9)， many skydivers were keen to account for their actions during 

'question situations' (Mills 1940: 905). Skydivers justified their continued 

participation by asserting 'its positive value in the face of a claim to the contrary' 

(Lyman and Scott 1970: 120). Nevertheless, there is a fundamental difference in the 

vocabularies of motive or justificatory accounts offered by novice parachutists 

compared with experienced skydivers. According to Lyng and Snow: 

When novice skydivers are asked to account for why they keep coming back 

to make more jumps, they typically express bewilderment. Some run through 

a list of stereotypic answers - they find it thrilling, they like being a 

daredevil 一 but most wil l candidly admit that they do not know why they do 

it or simply say that " i ťs fun" (1986: 164). 

Novice interviewees would often provide stereotypic answers to account for their 

continued participation. During my fieldwork I asked one student why he came back 

to do his second jump: '1 just love it. My friends think that it's dangerous. They say 

why do I want to do that. But I say why don't I want to do it. It's just completely 
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mad.' Another novice parachutist casually explained that it was something to do on a 

Saณrday morning, whilst others focused on the ' thri l l ' , 'buzz' or 'dream like' quality 

of 'just being up in the air' and the 'high' they get 'as soon as the adrenalin kicks in'. 

Emily, who had made teee jumps at the centre, provided a typical response: 

It just looks crazy. Same way as I look at snowboarders and other 

people who do extreme things, you know, people that kind of do white 

water rafting in those tiny little matchstick boats and stuff. It's just the 

thrill of it, it looks so out there, on the edge. 

I interviewed another novice parachutist after his sixth jump. Again, Karl's account 

focuses on the thrill of jumping, and also the adrenalin: 

I think the craziness of it attracts me. I don't know i f you've heard 

anyone say it, but people who don't jump tend to say it to you, I don't 

see the point of jumping out of a perfectly good working aeroplane. 

And I thought, yeah, that's one reason why I do it because it's not 

normal you knoพ. I get nervous, but I also want that rush, that 

adrenalin rush, that thrill, you know to me that's the ultimate. Now 

I've done lots of things, but I would say that's the ultimate. Nothing as 

far as I'm concerned can knock throwing yourself out of an aeroplane. 

However, not all the accounts from novice parachutists were stereotypical as Lyng 

and Snow suggest. For Simon it was something that was both exciting and different, 

and it was also something he had wanted to do 'for ages'. He commented on how it 
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literally took him years to convince his wife who believed skydiving to be 'too 

dangerous'. Simon was certainly not 'bewildered' or зифгізесі when I asked him to 

explain why he jumped: 

I decided that I wanted to try some new things in my life, and 

skydiving just seemed like the obvious thing to do. You know, i f you 

want to push yourself to the limit because I suppose it has that 

perception of being about as on the limit as you can get. 

Novice justificatory accounts often focused on how they wanted a new challenge to 

overcome to enhance their lives (Schreyer, White and McCool 1978). Whilst waiting 

at the drop zone for the weather to improve I talked to a รณdent before her first jump. 

Sophie admitted to being extremely nervous and felt relieved that the adverse weather 

conditions restricted the possibility of jumping. When I asked her why she had 

decided to do a parachute jump, she also focused on how parachuting was a personal 

challenge for her. Before her thirty fifth birthday she swam with dolphins and she had 

decided that by her thirty sixth birthday she wanted to jump out of a plane: '1 decided 

to set myself a new challenge each year to make my life more exciting. My challenge 

for next year is to do some voluntary work in Vietnam or Cambodia.' Tim also 

vocalised how parachuting provided him with a personal challenge. 

It's just the experience of putting myself in a position of jumping out 

of a plane, that's the hurdle for me personally, it's not the parachuting 

itself. It's actually putting myself in that plane and jumping, that was 

the thing, that's what it's all about really for myself. It was a kind of 

personal challenge. 
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Although not all the accounts provided by novice parachutists are stereotypical, there 

remains a stark contrast between their accounts when compared with the accounts 

provided by the experienced skydivers. Skydiver'ร justificatory accounts still 

іпсофогаЇесІ the importance of having personal challenges: 

I think it [skydiving] is a way of pushing yourself and seeing what you 

are capable of whereas taking up something like golf really wouldn't 

be that much of a challenge. And I think it's important to have 

challenges. Unless you have seen how far you can go, how far you can 

push yourself, where your own limits are, from a personal point of 

view I don't think you've explored your life that well. 

(Andrew) 

Nevertheless, the initial challenge of jumping out of a plane clearly becomes less 

relevant: 

Skydiving isn't just jumping out of a plane. I mean i f you were just to 

jump out of a plane, wait for sixty seconds of free fall and then pull the 

rip cord, then yeah, you can get bored of it. But there are so many 

different disciplines and it's impossible to do all of them. 

(Andrew) 

The challenge for skydivers is to improve their skills in relation to the sport. Steve 

also commented on how it was extremely unlikely that skydivers wil l become 

competent in all the disciplines. In other words, there is always a new challenge. 

When I interviewed Adam he was focusing on formation flying and admitted that he 

still had much to learn in that discipline. He explained that he had therefore not been 
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attempting to engage with other disciplines like free flying, although he believed that 

he would engage such disciplines later in his skydiving career. Paul, an experienced 

skydiver with over three hundred and fifty jumps, explained that his motivation for 

jumping had nothing to do with adrenalin. Paul's motivation for jumping also related 

to all the different aspects of the sport skydivers can learn to enjoy: 

I f I want to I can just jump out and do summersaults or whatever. 

Formation flying is fun as well. I enjoy that, jumping with friends. But 

I just don't get the adrenalin anymore. It's not about that, it's about 

exploring what you can do. Sometimes I just like to have a long 

canopy ride, like my last jump. I pulled the parachute early, and had a 

long ride down. I spun all the way, it was excellent. I really enjoyed it. 

But sometimes it's not as good. I suppose iťs like football, sometimes 

you have a really good game, other times not. 

Here Paul likens what some novice parachutists describe as a crazy thrill or buzz to a 

game of football. Such a mundane comparison reveals that adrenalin is no longer an 

important factor for him. Like Paul, Andrew also dismisses adrenalin as a factor for 

his continued participation: 

Anyone who says that when they jumped out of a plane for the first 

time and didn't get a bit of a kick out of it is really not being truthful 

with themselves. But I certainly don't get an adrenalin kick out of it 

anymore. I mean I wasn't getting a major adrenalin high after about the 
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first forty jumps. It's much more about the freedom and putting things 

into perspective. 

Freedom and putting things into perspective were common themes amongst the 

experienced skydivers. Nevertheless, when I asked skydivers to clarify what they 

meant by freedom, apart from stating that they found skydiving peaceful, relaxing and 

even therapeutic, most simply stated that they could not 'put it into words'. 

Fortunately Andrew attempted to articulate what he implied by the word freedom: 

It's one of those things that's really hard to describe. You can control 

your movements completely in three dimensions. You can go up and 

down relative to someone who is falling with you, side slipping, 

backwards, forwards, back loops, all this kind of տաքք and there are no 

constraints, you're just up there in the sky with the odd cloud around. 

Interviewees found it easier to articulate what they meant by their claim that 

skydiving has the ability to 'put things in perspective'. I was informed that at the drop 

zone 'you don't have to worry about anj^hing else' and how 'skydiving is very much 

an escape from everyday life'. Family, work, relationships, financial difficulties are 

all insignificant whilst at the drop zone. Consider the following quotes from four 

experienced sky di vers: 

It's very much relief from anything else you knoพ. A lot of people do 

find it sort of puts things in perspective, you know, no matter how 

much trouble they're having at work during the week say, you know. 
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tedious boss and they don't like the job and they're not certain whether 

they want to continue doing this job. Al l these things are just not 

important when you're there. 

(Stewart) 

I know people who have got huge problems in their life and it's a very 

good way of forgetting about everything and letting go of things and 

relaxing. It puts things in perspective as well. When you are in free fall 

you can see the plane that you just got out of and you see the world 

two or two and a half miles below you. It definitely puts things into 

perspective. Whatever is stressing you out in life suddenly seems 

insignificant, it just doesn't matter at all. 

(Julia) 

People can get stressed about all sorts of things, deadlines or whatever, 

you do a skydive and it really does put things into perspective. You 

very quickly realise that, not really in the air because you're only really 

thinking about the skydive when you're in the air, but certainly when 

you get back to the ground, you very quickly realise that as long as 

you've got a roof over your head and food on the table nothing else, 

well apart from getting jump tickets, really matters and in this day and 

age it's very difficult to end up completely homeless or whatever so 

deadlines or whatever really don't matter that much. People can get 

really wound up thinking that it's the be all and end all in life i f I don't 

165 



get this in on time or i f I don't win this contract or whatever, but in 

асШаІ fact, is it really that bad i f it goes wrong. 

(Andrew) 

People tend to run away from problems but I come up here and I 

realise that things can be sorted. And I'm sure i f you asked other 

people they would say the same thing. It prioritizes things. Like the 

things that you think are really big and important, like can you pay 

your credit card bills or whatever, suddenly you walk away from a 

jump where you've just confronted death from twelve thousand feet 

and you think, well hold on, it doesn't really matter that much. 

(Steve) 

As these accounts suggest, skydiving offers these interviewees the opportunity to 

prioritise certain aspects of their lives. Whatever area of their everyday lives is 

causing stress 'doesn't really matter that much' in the grand scheme of things. 

According to Steve skydiving is not simply about 'running away' from problems. 

Skydiving enabled him to 'prioritises things' and realise that any problems 'can be 

sorted'. Becoming a skydiver changed Steve's general philosophical outlook: 

It [skydiving] has changed my outlook in life. I am not bothered by 

other people's views anymore. Coming from a background where I had 

a good education and even was in like a career in law in London you 

know, it doesn't bother me that I've now got out of that. Some of my 

friends might look at me and say you know, you've not been that 
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successful 'cos I haven't got lots of money or whatever, but I know 

exactly what I want to do with my life and those opinions simply do 

not matter to me anymore. I think because it helps you prioritize what 

is important and what is not you spend less time on things that don't 

matter and more time on things that do, and so with one or two 

exceptions, ľ m doing pretty much exactly what I want to do at the 

moment with my life. And I am sure that skydiving has helped, 

definitely. 

Like Steve, Adam also claimed that skydiving has changed his attitude towards life. 

Skydiving has also provided him with the confidence to not be restricted by other 

peoples' expectations. Adam explained that skydiving enabled him to realise 'what's 

important' and provided him with the confidence to do 'exactly what I want to do, 

instead of thinking what other people think I should be doing with my life.' I asked 

him i f he believed that skydiving has changed his life: 

Oh yeah. Oh yeah. My outlook, dealing with problems, the way I look 

at other people. It's changed my life in so many ways. Even what I 

want to do in the future. I mean 12 months ago I would have been 

stuck in the normal rat race routine, but now I'm preparing myself for 

living a completely different kind of lifestyle which 12 months ago I 

wouldn't have even considered. 

Such constructive rationales of self-fulfilment can be seen as 'a particularly modem 

type of justification' (Lyman and Scott 1970: 123). In a similar way to claims of self-
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development made by Lyman and Scott's LSD users and homosexuals living in the 

Haight-Ashbury district in San Francisco, experienced skydivers often vocalised how 

skydiving literally has the potential to change lives. Skydivers constructive rationales 

of 'putting things into perspective' and 'self-fulfilment' are clearly absent from the 

accounts provided by novice parachutists. As Mills recognised 'Shifts in the 

vocabularies of motive that are utilized later by an individual disclose an important 

aspect of various integrations of his [sic] actions with concomitantly various groups' 

(1940: 908). An important aspect of such 'shifts' reveals how both their conception 

and experience of skydiving has changed dramatically. These changes should be 

understood as moral in the respect that the experience of skydiving has provided a 

'turning point' in the way they view themselves and the world (Goffman 1961). 

Whereas novice parachutists constantly referred to the craziness of jumping and 

concentrated on the thrill, buzz and adrenalin, the vocabularies of motive provided by 

experienced skydivers no longer relied on such stereotypic responses. As I have 

shown, experienced interviewees strongly rejected such justifications. Not only is 

adrenalin not considered to be a factor for their continued motivation, but many 

skydivers асшаїїу claimed that they no longer even 'get an adrenalin f ix ' from 

jumping. For the novice parachutist the initial challenge involved simply jumping out 

of a plane. But the challenge for skydivers becomes іпсофогаІЄ(і into the various 

disciplines of the sport. The initial challenge of jumping is certainly no longer a factor 

for their continued participation. The vocabularies of motive for experienced 

interviewees focused on the different disciplines and the endless array of new 

challenges that the sport is seen to provide. Experienced interviewees also talked 

about the challenge of entering different competitions or obtaining different 
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qua l i f i ca t i ons such as the i n d i v i d u a l canopy , canopy f o r m a t i o n and freeflying 

qua l i f i ca t i ons or o f b e c o m i n g an accelerated f ree fa l l o r static l i ne ins t ruc tor . T h e 

accounts o f exper ienced skyd i ve rs demonst ra te a desire to deve lop and master 

techn ica l sk i l l s i n re la t ion to the spor t (a lso see B r a n n i n g a n and M c D o u g a l l 1983; 

Ce l s i et a l . 1993; A r n o u l d and Pr ice 1993) . The s h i f t i n g vocabu la r ies o f m o t i v e 

reveals h o w exper ienced i n te r v i ewees ' j u s t i f i c a t o r y accounts are รนbcu lmra l l y 

acqu i red ( M o n a g h a n 2002 ) . T h e chang ing accounts that c l a i m to med ia te ac t ion 

shou ld there fore be seen to be іпсофогаїес і i n the process o f b e c o m i n g a skyd ive r . 

5.9 C o n c l u s i o n 

T h i s research has p r o v i d e d an a l te rna t ive approach to m a n y cur ren t commen ta r i es o n 

' h i g h r i s k ' sports w h i c h a t tempt to ' d i s cove r ' w h a t mo t i va tes the seeming l y 

p r o b l e m a t i c ' h i g h - r i s k pe rsona l i t y ' . A c o m m o n suggest ion is that pa r t i c i pa t i on i n 

ac t i v i t ies such as s k y d i v i n g is a re f l ec t i on o f pe rsona l i t y t ra i ts w h i c h pre-date 

pa r t i c i pa t i on . H i g h - r i s k par t i c ipan ts m a y be po r t r ayed as ' s t i m u l u s add ic ts ' ( O g i l v i e 

1974) , ' t h r i l l seekers ' ( G r e e n b u r g , 1977; K lausner , 1967) o r ' sensat ion seekers ' 

( C o r i n 1 9 9 1 ; H y m b a u g h and Gar re t 1974; Jack and R o n a n 1998; Z u c k e r m a n 1979, 

1994) . H o w e v e r , the search f o r ' r e a l ' m o t i v e s is m i s g u i d e d . A s M i l l s recogn ised the 

' i m p u t a t i o n and a v o w a l o f m o t i v e s b y actors are soc ia l phenomena to be exp la ined . 

T h e d i f f e r i n g reasons m e n [s ic ] g i ve f o r the i r ac t ions are no t themse lves w i t h o u t 

reasons ' (1963 : 4 3 9 - 4 0 ) . Ra ther than a t t emp t i ng to revea l any f i r m l y en t renched 

' m o t i v e f o r c e ' ( L y n g and S n o w 1986) w i t h i n the i n d i v i d u a l , I have ins tead, suggested 

that the vocabu la r ies o f m o t i v e or j u s t i f i c a t o r y accounts o f f e r e d b y n o v i c e and 

exper ienced skyd ive rs demonst ra tes h o w desi rable m o t i v e s are soc ia l l y cons t ruc ted 

w i t h i n and t h rough the processes o f b e c o m i n g a skyd iver . 

169 



T h i s chapter has e m p l o y e d the ana ly t i ca l concept o f m o r a l career, i n o rder to h i g h l i g h t 

the t y p i c a l t rans i t ions that occu r as i nd i v i dua l s progress teough the ear ly stages o f 

b e c o m i n g a skyd ive r . I have focused o n va r ious changes that occur as the i n d i v i d u a l is 

t r ans fo rmed f r o m an outs ider to an ins ider . A s the n o v i c e associates i nc reas ing l y w i t h 

o ther skyd i ve rs , the i r asp i ra t ions are re i n fo r ced , re f lec ted and substant iated b y o ther 

enthusiast ic membe rs o f the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y (a lso see B r a n n i g a n and 

M c D o u g a l l 1983) . A s B e c k e r a rgued , by adop t i ng such a deve lopmen ta l approach , i t 

is no t necessary to i d e n t i f y i n d i v i d u a l ' t r a i t s ' that ' cause ' cer ta in types o f behav iou r . 

D e v e l o p i n g o n the w o r k o f M e a d (1934)， B e c k e r j u s t i f i e s such a theore t i ca l p o s i t i o n 

i n re la t ion to h is s tudy o n mar i j uana : 

. . . t he presence o f a g i v e n k i n d o f behav iou r is the resu l t o f a sequence o f 

soc ia l exper iences d u r i n g w h i c h the person acqui res a concep t i on o f the 

m e a n i n g o f the behav iou r , and percep t ions and j u d g e m e n t s o f ob jects and 

s i tua t ions , a l l o f w h i c h m a k e the ac t i v i t y poss ib le and desi rable. T h u s , the 

m o t i v a t i o n or d i spos i t i on to engage i n the a c t i v i t y is b u i l t up i n the course o f 

l ea rn ing to engage i n i t and does no t antedate th is lea rn ing process (1953 : 

253 ) . 

I have s h o w n that the d i spos i t i on to engage w i t h s k y d i v i n g is learned as the nov i ce 

progresses t h r o u g h the pa r t i cu la r stages o f the i r s k y d i v i n g career. A s i n d i v i d u a l s 

change from nov i ces to exper ienced skyd ive rs they acqu i re rec ip roca l perspect ives 

and adapt to the i r n e w ro les w i t h i n the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . The i n d i v i d u a l starts to 

read the m a j o r s k y d i v i n g magaz ines , w a t c h D V D ' s o f w o r l d class skyd i ve rs , o rder 
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equ ipmen t from specia l ised cata logues, v i s i t s k y d i v i n g re la ted w e b sites and chat 

r ooms o n a regu lar basis. The o p p o r t u n i t y f o r the deve lopmen t o f n e w n e t w o r k s o f 

a f f i l i a t i ons is c lea r l y ev ident . The i m p l i c a t i o n s that th is has on the se l f w i l l be 

d iscussed i n de ta i l i n chapter seven. B e f o r e concen t ra t i ng o n cu r ren t debates 

conce rn i ng i den t i t y ( W i l l i a m s 2000)， the nex t chapter w i l l con t inue w i t h the concept 

o f m o r a l career t o invest iga te the i n d i v i d u a l s c h a n g i n g percep t ions o f r i s k and 

whe the r skyd i ve rs t h i n k that the i r sport shou ld be c lass i f ied as ex t reme. I n th is respect 

I i n tend to con t r i bu te to the sma l l bu t g r o w i n g b o d y o f e m p i r i c a l research ( W y n n e 

1989, 1996; M i c h a e l 1996; T u l l o c h and L u p t o n 2003 ) that cha l lenge soc io log is ts w h o 

' t end to m a k e sweep ing genera l isat ions about h o w " l a te m o d e r n s " respond to r i s k ' 

( L u p t o n and T u l l o c h 2002a: 319) . 
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6 

'Living on the Edge and all thať: Skydivers Perceptions of 
Risk 

6.1 I n t r o d u c t i o n 

I n chapter 2 I e x p l a i n e d h o w the concept o f risk has been concep tua l i sed w i t h i n soc ia l 

t heo ry and spec i f i ca l l y focused o n the w o r k o f B e c k (1994 , 1995, 1998) and G iddens 

(1990 , 1 9 9 1 , 1994) on the emergence o f the ' r i s k soc ie t y ' . B o t h have w r i t t e n about 

the ' r i s k soc ie t y ' o f late m o d e r n i t y , a soc ie ty i n w h i c h peop le are seen to be 

inc reas ing ly w o r r i e d about r i sks and h i g h l y c r i t i ca l o f the ins t i tu t ions that p roduce 

t h e m . T h e risk soc ie ty theor is ts have m a i n l y f ocused the i r analys is o n s t ruc tura l 

fac tors to e x p l a i n w h y risks p roduced under cond i t i ons o f late m o d e r n i t y have become 

m o r e d i f f i c u l t t o manage and avo id . I n m a n y o f these accounts h u m a n actors are 

po r t r ayed as vu lne rab le and anx ious , desperate to acqu i re the latest k n o w l e d g e to 

a v o i d b e c o m i n g another v i c t i m . Y e t despite the focus o n risk and risk ave rs ion i n the 

soc ia l sciences there is inc reas ing ev idence that h i g h - r i s k ac t i v i t i es , such as those 

i n v o l v e d i n ex t reme sports, are b e c o m i n g m o r e p o p u l a r (Pa lmer 2 0 0 2 ; Stranger 1999) . 

E v e n i n a l a n d o f seatbelts and safety he lmets , the le isure pu rsu i t o f danger is a 

g r o w i n g i ndus t r y (Rober ts 1994: 50) . A l t h o u g h r i s k awareness has c lea r l y become 

cent ra l to the w a y i n w h i c h h u m a n agents and m o d e m ins t i t u t i ons organise the soc ia l 

w o r l d , there are a g r o w i n g n u m b e r o f i n d i v i d u a l s w h o ac t i ve l y seek exper iences that 

c o u l d resu l t i n ser ious i n j u r y and the u l t ima te sanc t ion o f death (Van reuse l and 

Renson 1983) . W h a t makes h i g h - r i s k sports in te res t ing is that par t i c ipan ts consc ious ly 

take r isks w i t h o u t coe rc ion . Ins tead, and as G o f f m a n notes, such ac t i v i t ies are 

' consequen t i a l , p r o b l e m a t i c , and under taken f o r the i r o w n sake ' (1969 : 106) . T h i s 

chapter w i l l p resent f i nd i ngs f r o m m y data to de te rm ine the extent t o w h i c h 
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par t i c ipan ts recogn ise the i r ac t i v i t ies as r i s ky , and to exp lo re h o w chang ing 

percep t ions o f fear and risk can be unders tood as ' t u r n i n g p o i n t s ' i n the skyd i ve rs ' 

m o r a l career ( G o f f t n a n 1 9 6 1 , 1963) . I w i l l a lso cons ider L y n g ' ร ( 1990 , 1998) 

research to de te rm ine h o w usefu l h is c l ass i i y i ng concept o f ' e d g e w o r k ' is f o r 

unde rs tand ing h i g h - r i s k behav iou r . Th i s chapter w i l l no t a t tempt to d r a w a d i s t i nc t i on 

be tween ra t iona l and i r ra t iona l assessments o f r i sk ; instead, a d o p t i n g a s im i la r 

approach to T u l l o c h and L u p t o n (2003)， I w i l l be concerned w i t h i nves t iga t i ng the 

mean ings tha t are i m p u t e d to risk and h o w these mean ings relate to i nd i v i dua l s 

ac t i v i t ies . B e f o r e f o c u s i n g o n these issues, th is chapter w i l l p r o v i d e a de ta i led 

desc r ip t i on o f m y o w n exper ience o f a static l i ne parachute j u m p . 

6.2 ' C h e c k e d O u t a n d R e a d y t o G o . . . ' 

T h e o n l y poss ib le w a y to be cer ta in I had successf i i l l y learn t the cor rec t t r a i n i ng 

techn iques and that m y m i n d was no t ' g o i n g to go b l a n k ' w a s to v o l u n t a r i l y c o m m i t 

m y s e l f to a stat ic l i ne parachute j u m p . A s a comp le te neophy te I k n e w that I 'was 

abou t to p e r f o r m fo r the first t i m e i n a ro le that ca l ls f o r ce r ta in sk i l l s never ye t 

p u b l i c l y tes ted ' ( L y m a n and Scot t 1970: 187). N o mat te r h o w ha rd I t r i ed to conv ince 

m y s e l f o the rw ise , I s t i l l f o u n d the idea o f j u m p i n g ou t o f a s m a l l p lane an ex t reme ly 

d a u n t i n g prospect . O n e o f m y f e l l o w รณdents cap tu red m y g r o w i n g anx ie t y : '1 was 

t h i n k i n g . L e a r n i n g to s k y d i v e is a b i t l i ke t a k i n g a t heo ry test f o r d r i v i n g and then 

sudden ly b e i n g p u t o n the M 2 5 at 150mph . ' I n re t rospect th is ana logy is c lear l y 

exaggera ted, b u t at the t ime h is c o m p a r i s o n seemed pa r t i cu l a r l y re levant . I became 

inc reas ing ly aware that m y dec i s i on to conduc t e m p i r i c a l research o n skyd i ve rs c o u l d 

have devasta t ing consequences. A l t h o u g h e x t r e m e l y rare, I c o u l d be ser ious ly i n j u red 
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or even k i l l e d . The rea l i sa t ion that I c o u l d became 'ano the r s ta t is t i c ' encouraged m e 

to m e t i c u l o u s l y rehearse the t r a i n i ng and emergency procedures a w a y f r o m the d rop 

zone. D u e to adverse weather cond i t i ons , I managed to spend t w o weeks 

c o n t e m p l a t i n g the act o f c l i m b i n g ou t ' o n the s tep ' , p r a c t i c i n g the cor rec t b o d y 

p o s i t i o n f o r j u m p i n g and rehears ing the var ious safety p rocedures that covered a 

n u m b e r o f con t ingenc ies . E x a c t l y t w o weeks af ter the R A P S t r a i n i ng course I 

re tu rned to the centre. T h e weather cond i t i ons we re per fec t , the w i n d socks were 

h a r d l y i n f l a ted and there was not a c l o u d i n the sky. Un less there had been a ser ious 

acc ident o r the p lanes w e r e be ing serv iced , I k n e w I w o u l d have to c o n f r o n t and 

h o p e f u l l y o v e r c o m e a fear w h i c h had been g radua l l y esca la t ing i n m y m i n d . I k n e w 

th is w o u l d be u n l i k e a n y t h i n g I h a d p r e v i o u s l y exper ienced . I a r r i ved at the cent re, 

t i c k e d the appropr ia te b o x o n the f o r m i n the recep t ion and w a i t e d i n the spectator 'ร 

area. A l t h o u g h I d i d n ' t recogn ise any f a m i l i a r faces f r o m the R A P S t r a i n i n g course, I 

c o u l d overhear and observe var ious students t a l k i n g to the i r f a m i l i e s and friends w h o 

we re pa t i en t l y w a i t i n g w i t h the i r cameras and v i deo recorders. ' W e l l , th is is i t , n o w or 

never I suppose, hope I su rv i ve another o n ๙ a student shouted to one o f h is f r iends as 

he w a l k e d over to the flight l ine . 

M o s t o f the spectators are n o w l o o k i n g up to the sky , t r y i n g to spot the s m a l l Cessna 

182 flying above . A l t h o u g h the c h i l d r e n are c o m p l a i n i n g that the i r necks ache, they 

are re fus ing to take the i r eyes o f f the p lane. I w a t c h u n t i l I can see the f i r s t parachut is t 

j u m p . Some o f the spectator 's are f r an t i ca l l y t a k i n g p ic tu res o f the parachut is ts w h o 

are n o w m a k i n g the i r w a y back to the d rop zone. I w a t c h the i r techn iques , t h i n k i n g 

abou t the w i n d d i r ec t i on and the safety procedures that I w i l l shor t l y have to 

Since 2003 there have been nine fatalities in the United Kingdom. One student died on her first jump 
(skydive.fatalities.com). 
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remember . V a r i o u s quest ions start to i nvade m y thoughts - W h a t happens i f I have 

tang led l ines or even wo rse , w h a t i f m y legs or arms are caught up and en tang led i n 

the l ines? W i l l I have enough k n o w l e d g e to de te rm ine i f I have a ' m a l f u n c t i o n ' and 

w h e t h e r I need to act ivate the reserve parachute? W i l l I be able to a v o i d a l l o f the 

va r i ous Obs tac l es ' su r round ing the d r o p zone such as roads, houses, fac tor ies , p o w e r 

l ines and so on? The l is t o f i m p o r t a n t and po ten t i a l l y l i f e sav ing procedures to 

r e m e m b e r seemed endless. I c o n t i n u e d to w a t c h the parachut is ts c o m i n g i n to land 

u n t i l m y name , a l o n g w i t h t w o other students, is ca l led over the l o u d speakers. W e are 

asked to mee t the ins t ruc tor at the b a c k o f the recep t ion to start ou r r e v i s i o n t r a i n i ng . 

A s the weather cond i t i ons were per fec t fo r j u m p i n g , the ins t ruc to r c o n c l u d e d the 

r e v i s i o n t r a i n i n g b y i n f o r m i n g us that w e needed to choose a j u m p su i t f r o m the m a i n 

hangar and meet b a c k i n the f l i g h t l i ne i n f i v e m inu tes . T h e f o l l o w i n g fieldnotes 

p r o v i d e a de ta i led desc r ip t i on o f m y first j u m p at the parachute cent re. I a t tempt to 

сарШге the p h e n o m e n o l o g i c a l aspects th is h i g h - r i s k sport generates b y desc r i b ing m y 

persona l though ts , fee l ings , concerns a n d observat ions be fo re , d u r i n g and a f te r the 

j u m p . The f ie ldno tes conc lude b y desc r i b ing the ' f e e d b a c k ' session p r o v i d e d b y the 

ins t ruc to r a f ter the j u m p : 

I w a l k e d ove r to the f l i g h t l i n e w e a r i n g m y a l l - i n -one b l u e j u m p sui t 

and sat d o w n o n one o f the benches. '1 t h i n k y o u ' l l be n e e d i n g one o f 

these ' says someone h o l d i n g up a parachute . I stand up as he puts the 

parachute o n m y back . I t is heav ie r t han I i m a g i n e d and feels 

u n c o m f o r t a b l e . I t i gh ten up the straps be tween m y legs be fo re b e i n g 

passed an a l t imeter and rad io w h i c h I a t tach to m y chest strap. ' I s that 

t i gh t e n o u g h ' I ask. ' T h a t ' s p r o b a b l y too t i gh t , y o u d o n ' t w a n t i t to 
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r esü i c t y o u d o i n g y o u r a rch w h e n y o u j u m p . ' H e loosens m y chest 

strap and te l ls m e to find a he lmet . H e is y o u n g and l ooks m o r e l i ke a 

รณdent than an ins t ruc tor . I ask h i m i f he has done m a n y j u m p s . ' N o , 

I ' ve o n l y done 3 6 ' ๚ 6 , tha t ' s qu i te a f e w i s n ' t i t ' ? ' N o , tha t ' s n o t h i n g 

c o m p a r e d to some peop le . ' A s I t r y o n va r i ous he lme ts I a m 

approached b y someone w h o l o o k e d o f f i c i a l . H e w a s w e a r i n g a m u l t i 

c o l o u r e d j u m p sui t and i n f o r m e d me that he w i l l be m y ins t ruc to r i n 

the p lane. H e car r ied ou t va r ious safety checks o n m y equ ipmen t , 

m a k i n g sure m y leg straps are t i gh t enough , that the au tomat i c 

ac t i va t i ng dev i ce is set at the cor rec t he igh t and that the parachute is 

a t tached secure ly to m y back . W h i l s t I a m be ing checked the p i l o t 

wa rns m e about h o w s t rong the w i n d is : ' r emember , the w i n d is b l o o d y 

s t rong u p there. Y o u need t o prepare yourse lves f o r tha t . ' T h e students, 

i n c l u d i n g myse l f , l o o k concerned a f te r hear ing the p i l o t ' s adv i ce . The 

ins t ruc to r w a l k s over to the other รณdents and takes r o u g h l y f i ve 

m inu tes to check the i r equ ipmen t be fo re a n n o u n c i n g that w e are a l l 

' checked ou t and ready to g o ' . The ins t ruc to r then shows us w h e r e w e 

w i l l be d ispa tched i n re la t i on to the d r o p zone and c o n f i r m s the he ights 

that w e m u s t start our l a n d i n g p rocedures and w h e n to ณ m i n to the 

w i n d . ' E v e r y o n e O K w i t h tha t? ' W e nod . ' A n y quest ions t hen . . . . no , 

are y o u sure? O K , f o l l o w m e . ' W e w a l k ove r to another m o c k 

aerop lane at the side o f the flight l i ne and pract ice c l i m b i n g ou t o n to 

the step w i t h the w e i g h t o f ou r parachutes. I c l i m b out f i r s t and balance 

o n the edge o f the step. ' T h i s is w h e r e I w i l l be* the ins t ruc to r says 

k n e e l i n g i n the doo r o f the m o c k aeroplane ' W h e n y o u are ready, l o o k 
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at m e , and o n l y j u m p w h e n I say G O . ' W e w a l k b a c k to the benches 

and wa i t . I a m not f ee l i ng pa r t i cu la r l y ne rvous , a l t hough I keep 

r e m i n d i n g m y s e l f o f the emergency procedures and f a m i l i a r i s i n g 

m y s e l f w i t h the exact l oca t i on o f the cut a w a y pad and reserve hand le . 

I a m ve ry aware that the sma l l r ed cu t a w a y pad and s i l ver reserve 

hand le c o u l d save m y l i f e . 

A f t e r o n l y a f e w m i n u t e s o f w a i t i n g the ins t ruc to r says Ό Κ , le t ' s do 

i t ' . W e stand up and f o l l o w h i m o n to the r u n w a y . There are g o i n g to 

be f i v e o f us i n the p lane. The p i l o t , the ins t ruc to r , N i c k [a student w h o 

has j u m p e d several t imes be fo re ] E m i l y [ f i r s t j u m p ] and myse l f . N i c k 

w i l l be j u m p i n g f i rs t , t hen m y s e l f and f i n a l l y E m i l y . A s w e w a l k up the 

r u n w a y the ins t ruc to r casua l ly l i gh ts a c igaret te and asks m e i f I fee l 

ne rvous . ' Y e a h I a m d e f i n i t e l y ne rvous , b u t no t as m u c h as I t hough t I 

w o u l d be. I t ' s strange. I ' m rea l l y l o o k i n g f o r w a r d to i t . ' I d o n ' t a d m i t 

to f ee l i ng s l i gh t l y n u m b , howeve r . The ins t ruc to r te l ls us that w e mus t 

approach the p lane f r o m the rear o n the right hand s ide. ' W h e n w e get 

to the p lane , I w i l l t e l l y o u whe re to s i t ' ' T h e p lane l o o k s rea l l y s m a l l ' 

I sa id ' C o s y is the w o r d y o u ' r e l o o k i n g fo r , I t ' s ve r y cosy i n the re ' the 

ins t ruc to r smi les as he con t inues to smoke w h a t I keep t h i n k i n g c o u l d 

be h is last c igaret te . A l t h o u g h w e are t a l k i n g w i t h the ins t ruc to r , the 

three o f us a l l seem to be concen t ra t ing o n w h a t w e are about to do . 

E m i l y sudden ly admi t s to b e i n g e x t r e m e l y ne rvous and the ins t ruc to r 

a t tempts to reassure her: ' L i s t e n , th is is a stat ic l i ne j u m p . W b a t e v e r 

y o u do , there w i l l be a b i g parachute o p e n i n g above y o u shor t l y a f te r 
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y o u j u m p . I ' l l bet m y house o n i t . N o w that parachute m a y have a 

m a l f u n c t i o n , I ' m no t say ing that i t w i l l d e f i n i t e l y be a g o o d canopy , 

bu t y o u w i l l have a parachute above y o u r head. ' H e emphasises that 

the m o s t dangerous parts o f the j u m p are ex i ts and land ings ' t ha t ' s 

w h e n th ings can go ser ious ly w r o n g . M a k e sure y o u have a g o o d ex i t 

and l and as w e have t o l d y o u to . Legs together , knees ben t 0K.， W e 

approach the p lane and stand b y the r i gh t w i n g . ' W h o is n u m b e r o n ๙ 

the ins t ruc to r asks. N i c k stands f o r w a r d . Fo r the first t i m e N i c k l ooks 

v e r y ne rvous , as i f he sudden ly rea l ised w h a t he w a s about to do . H e 

l o o k e d at m e and s l o w l y shook h is head m u t t e r i n g T u u u c k ' under h is 

breath . T h e ins t ruc to r t o o k h is static l i ne f r o m the b a c k o f h is 

parachute and at tached i t to a me ta l c l i p ins ide the p lane . H e asks N i c k 

to also m a k e sure i t is secure and N i c k pu l l s i t to check . N i c k is t o l d to 

knee l nex t to the p i l o t . ' N u m b e r t w o ' . I w a l k t owa rds the ins t ruc to r and 

he attaches m y stat ic l i ne w h i c h I also check. I fee l exc i t ed ra ther than 

nervous as I c l i m b i n the p lane and sit w i t h m y b a c k against the p i l o t ' s 

chai r . There are w i n d o w s a l l a round m e and I a m l o o t ó n g f o r w a r d to 

the v i e w s . E m i l y c l i m b s i n and sits i n f r o n t o f m e , and I have to be 

ca re fu l no t to t o u c h her parachute w i t h m y feet. T h e ins t ruc to r then 

c l i m b s i n and knee ls b e h i n d N i c k , f a c i n g the p i l o t , bes ide m y s e l f and 

E m i l y . T h e ins t ruc to r ta lks to the p i l o t and c o n f i r m s w h e r e w e are 

g o i n g to j u m p f r o m . I l o o k a round the a i rc ra f t , there are a coup le o f 

s k y d i v i n g s t ickers ins ide the p lane It takes two to tandem and 

Skydivers do it in the air. ' E v e r y o n e ready ' the p i l o t shouts, and then 

starts up the engines. T h e ins t ruc to r stretches h is a r m over whe re the 
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doo r shou ld be and ho lds o n to a hand le to m a k e sure N i c k c a n ' t f a l l 

ou t . The eng ines are l o u d and the sme l l o f a v i a t i o n f ue l is a lmos t 

unbearab le . C l e a r l y w e w i l l have to shout i n o rder to c o m m u n i c a t e 

w i t h one-another . W e take o f f , m a k e a d ramat ic t u r n to the l e f t and 

s l o w l y start ou r c l i m b to r o u g h l y three thousand t w o h u n d r e d feet. 

I start to r u n t h rough the safety procedures i n m y head as I l o o k ou t o f 

the w i n d o w s . There is no t u r n i n g back . I seem to be c h e c k i n g m y 

a l t ime te r every coup le o f m inu tes . I l o o k to see i f N i c k s t i l l l o o k s 

ne rvous , bu t I c a n ' t see h is face. The ins t ruc tor shouts ove r to m e and 

E m i l y ' c a n y o u see the r u n w a y , l o o k , y o u can j u s t m a k e i t out , see i t , 

easy to see i s n ' t it，. W e b o t h n o d . M u s i c comes t h r o u g h o u r rad ios . A 

song b y D a v i d G r a y w i t h the l y r i c s ' I f y o u w a n t i t , go and get i t , c r y i n g 

ou t l o u d ' . T h i s seemed to m o t i v a t e us , a l t hough I ' m n o t sure i f th i s 

song w a s selected f o r that purpose. T h e ins t ruc to r is w a v i n g h is a rms 

abou t and n o d d i n g to the mus i c . W e seem to be qu i te h i g h n o w . The 

ins t ruc to r taps m y a l t ime te r to r e m i n d m e that I can ac tua l l y see h o w 

h i g h w e are. W e are near ly at t w o thousand five h u n d r e d feet. Г т s t i l l 

n o t f ee l i ng as nervous as I i m a g i n e d and con t i nued to n o d m y head to 

the mus i c and e n j o y the v i e w s . W e are n o w flying ove r the sea. I 

con t inue to go t h r o u g h the safety p rocedures i n m y head. I a m fee l i ng 

c o n f i d e n t that I have r e m e m b e r e d the mos t impo r t an t i n f o r m a t i o n . The 

d i a l on m y a l t ime te r is n o w j u s t over three thousand feet. T h e 

ins t ruc to r is t a l k i n g w i t h the p i l o t , a l t hough I can ' t hear w h a t he is 

say ing . I can see N i c k , w h o seems to have h is eyes c losed , m e n t a l l y 

179 



p repa r i ng h i m s e l f f o r w h a t he is about to do. I have a good v i e w o f the 

sea as w e m a k e a รһаф t u m to the r i gh t . 3 ,300f t . A n y m i n u t e n o w and 

N i c k w i l l have to c l i m b ou t on to the step. The ins t ruc to r checks N i c k ' ร 

static l i ne and ho lds i t i n h i s hand . H e then says some th i ng to the p i l o t , 

and t hen to N i c k . The ins t ruc to r shouts ' C U T ' . Sudden ly the no ise o f 

the eng ines is no t as intense. O N T H E S T E P ' . A l t h o u g h I c a n ' t see 

N i c k c l i m b ou t o n to the step, I can see h is a rms h o l d i n g o n to the w i n g 

strut o f the p lane. A f t e r a f e w seconds the ins t ruc to r shouts ' G O ' and 

leans h is head o u t o f the p lane to w a t c h N i c k as he fa l ls . T h e ins t ruc to r 

pu l l s h i s static l i ne back i n t o the p lane, says some th ing to the p i l o t and 

the no ise o f the engines г е Ш т ร . Sudden ly I fee l d i z z y and e x t r e m e l y 

ne rvous . M y s tomach is c o n v u l s i n g . I k n o w that I a m next . I can ' t 

seem to l o o k ou t o f the w i n d o w as the p lane makes a รһаф r igh t tu rn . 

The ins t ruc to r l ooks at m e and te l ls m e to r o l l over and knee l i n N i c k ' ร 

p o s i t i o n . I ' m f e e l i n g fa in t . I l o o k ou t o f the p lane and con temp la te 

c l i m b i n g ou t o n to the step. Such c o n t e m p l a t i o n o n l y served to increase 

m y s y m p t o m s . I fee l I have tu rned ve ry pa le . The ins t ruc to r l ooks at 

m e and genu ine l y asks i f I a m O K . I t e l l h i m I a m , a l t hough I k n o w 

that m y response is u n c o n v i n c i n g . Ή ο พ l o n g have I go t to prepare 

m y s e l f I ask. ' A b o u t t w e n t y seconds ' he shouts i n m y ear. A l l I can do 

is stare at the h o r i z o n , and t r y no t to l o o k d o w n . I concent ra te o n m y 

b rea th i ng , s l o w l y i n h a l i n g t h r o u g h m y nose and ou t t h r o u g h m y 

m o u t h . I te l l m y s e l f to be con f i den t , and that i t w i l l be no p r o b l e m , b u t 

I ' m no t sure m y b o d y w i l l m o v e w h e n I need i t to . I t r y to d is t ract 

m y s e l f b y l o o k i n g at the a i rc ra f t con t ro ls i n f ron t o f me . I can feel the 
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i ns t ruc to r c h e c k i n g m y parachute , p u l l i n g and p u s h i n g m e back and 

f o r t h . T h e ins t ruc to r leans ove r me to t a l k to the p i l o t be fo re shou t i ng 

' C U T ' . H e then shouts i n m y ear '1 w a n t y o u to a rch y o u r back f o r 

B r i t a i n 0 K ， . I n o d . T h e n I hear those dreaded w o r d s ― O N T H E 

S T E P ' . I take m y le f t hand and h o l d the hand le b y m y head and f i r m l y 

p lace m y right h a n d on the doo r f r ame b e h i n d me . I s t retch m y r i g h t 

l eg ou t o f the p lane, and o n to the step. E v e n t h o u g h I had been 

w a r n e d , f i g h t i n g against the w i n d is harder than I had an t i c ipa ted . I a m 

v e r y aware that i t is v i t a l l y i m p o r t a n t that I get th is r i gh t . M y r i gh t l eg 

is n o w o n the step. I take m y l e f t a r m o f f the hand le and take a f i r m 

g r i p o f the w i n g strut . ' R e a l l y t i gh t g r i p ' the ins t ruc to r shouts. I t hen 

r e m o v e m y right a r m from the door f r ame and p lace i t nex t to m y le f t 

a r m o n the w i n g strut . I p u l l m y s e l f u p , p l a c i n g m y le f t l eg over m y 

right to the edge o f the step. I s l ide m y hands up the w i n g strut u n t i l 

t hey are ove r the b l a c k tape [ b o t h hands mus t be over the tape i n o rder 

n o t to h i t the p lane w h e n j u m p i n g ] . A f t e r a f e w seconds I a m i n 

p o s i t i o n . M y r i gh t l e g is ou t b e h i n d m e , le f t l eg o n the step and b o t h 

hands are h o l d i n g o n to the w i n g strut . I t u r n to l o o k at the ins t ruc to r , 

w h o l ooks m e s t ra ight i n the eyes and shouts Ό Ο ' . I i m m e d i a t e l y let 

go . O n e thousand , T w o . . . ' S o m e t h i n g h i t s the b a c k o f m y head , I a m 

no longer c o u n t i n g , j u s t f a l l i n g t owa rds the ear th. I d o n ' t seem to have 

m y b a c k arched ei ther. E v e r y t h i n g is w h i t e , I c a n ' t see the sky or the 

sea, the p lane or the g r o u n d . Sudden l y I seem to stop f a l l i n g . M y 

canopy had successfu l ly opened. I l o o k e d up and rea l ised that m y l ines 

we re tang led . I k i c k e d out and un tang led t h e m l i k e I had been s h o w n i n 
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t r a i n i ng . The steer ing togg les we re j us t above m y shoulders and easy to 

f i n d . I inser ted m y f ingers t h rough the l e f t and right n y l o n loops and 

p u l l e d d o w n b o t h toggles to m a k e sure I c o u l d con t ro l the canopy . I 

concent ra ted o n the safety checks , t r y i n g to t h i n k c lea r l y over the 

adrena l ine p u m p i n g t h r o u g h m y b o d y . I l o o k e d a round , I c o u l d see the 

sea to the le f t , and roads, houses, fac tor ies and f i e lds b e l o w . I can 

l i t e ra l l y see f o r m i l es . F i n a l l y I located the parachute centre, and 

w a t c h e d the cars d r i v i n g b e l o w . I i m a g i n e d h o w I m i g h t l o o k to those 

d r i v i n g a l ong i n the i r cars be fo re p u l l i n g d o w n the r i gh t hand togg le 

and t u r n i n g to the r igh t . I ' ve n o w los t the d r o p zone. I l o o k a round , 

p u l l d o w n the l e f t hand togg le and i t is i n front o f m e aga in . I t is so 

qu ie t and peace fu l , w i t h o n l y the sound o f the canopy above m y head. 

I l o o k e d at m y a l t imeter , I was a l ready at t w o thousand feet. I n f i ve 

hund red feet I w o u l d have to m a k e m y f i r s t l a n d i n g p rocedure . I t r ied 

t u r n i n g to the l e f t and then to the right. One o f the ins t ruc tors w a t c h i n g 

f r o m the g r o u n d started to g i ve m e ins t ruc t i ons v i a the rad io . I c o u l d 

h a r d l y hear h i m . A l l I c o u l d hear was ' N u m b e r t w o , N u m b e r t w o , 

N u m b e r t w o . . . ' b u t I c o u l d no t hear w h a t m y ins t ruc t ions ac tua l l y 

were . I t sounded f a i r l y u rgen t t hough . I l o o k e d at m y a l t imete r , and I 

rea l ised that I shou ld n o w be ove r the d r o p zone ( w h i c h o b v i o u s l y I 

w a s n ' t ) . I made m y w a y across, m a k i n g turns and occas iona l l y t r y i n g 

the brakes b y p u l l i n g b o t h s teer ing toggles. I c o u l d see a l l the peop le 

l o o k i n g up and p o i n t i n g f r o m the parachute centre. T h e n I tu rned cross 

w i n d . ' T h a t ' s g o o d n u m b e r t w o , y o u ' r e d o i n g w e l l ' . The rad io seemed 

to be w o r k i n g n o w , and I fe l t reassured b y the ins t ruc tors c o m m e n t . A t 
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r o u g h l y 500 feet I t u rned i n to the w i n d and prepared m y se l f f o r 

l a n d i n g . ' N u m b e r t w o , do ร t u rns ' . I ณ m e d to m y l e f t and then to m y 

r i g h t ' t ha t ' s i t n u m b e r t w o - g o o d . ' I con t i nued m a k i n g tu rns and fe l t 

c o n f i d e n t that I w o u l d l and o n the a i r f i e l d as opposed to the factor ies 

or roads that su r round the d r o p zone. A t one h u n d r e d feet I s topped 

m a k i n g tu rns i n o rder to go at f u l l d r i ve . The g r o u n d is r ush ing up 

towards m e , and i t is hard to j u d g e w h e n I shou ld flare the parachute. 

' N u m b e r 2 S tandby , S t a n d b y . . . . S t a n d b y . . . F L A R E ' . I i m m e d i a t e l y 

p u l l e d b o t h togg les d o w n to m y wa i s t i n o rder to flare the parachute , 

k e e p i n g m y legs together and knees bent . I f e l l to m y side w h e n I 

l anded and lay o n m y back . A l l I c o u l d hear was the sound o f m y heart 

p o u n d i n g . ' N u m b e r 2， stand up and w a v e i f y o u are a l r i g h t ' . I s tood up 

and w a v e d . ' T h a n k y o u n u m b e r 2，. I co l l ec ted m y parachute i n m y 

arms and tu rned a round . N i c k w a s w a i t i n g f o r m e . ' H e t o l d y o u to flare 

too e a r l y ' he sa id , ' t ha t ' s w h y y o u had a ha rd l a n d i n g . I t ' s because he 

c a n ' t r ea l l y see y o u f r o m over there . ' ' W h a t an expe r i ence ' I sa id as I 

w a t c h e d E m i l y c o m e i n to land . She flew over us b o t h and made a safe 

l a n d i n g . W e w a i t e d f o r her and then w a l k e d back to the m a i n hangar 

together . I fe l t a sense o f ach ievement . I had faced and ove rcome m y 

fear, and I w a s p leased to k n o w h o w I had reacted i n an u n k n o w n 

s i tua t ion . 

W e w a l k e d b a c k together and ta l ked abou t our d i f f e ren t exper iences. 

N i c k seemed f r i end l i e r n o w that w e had also made a j u m p . S o m e t h i n g 

had changed. W e p u t our parachutes b a c k i n the m a i n hangar and sat at 
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one o f the p i cn i c benches. T m no t sure i f I a rched m y back enough , 

and some th i ng h i t m y head. I d o n ' t t h i n k i t w a s the p l a n e ' . ' N o , I t was 

p r o b a b l y the stat ic l i n e ' N i c k said ' tha t can happen some t imes ' . ' H o w 

d i d y o u r j u m p g ๙ I asked h i m . ' N o t sure, bu t I ' l l f i n d ou t w h e n w e get 

our f eedback ' . I sat there t h i n k i n g abou t w h a t I had j u s t done , t r y i n g to 

r e m e m b e r w h a t had happened and h o w I fe l t . ' I c o u l d n ' t p u t m y leg 

ou t o n to the step to start w i t h , the w i n d was too s t rong ' E m i l y sa id , '1 

w a s n ' t expec t i ng tha t ' she con t i nued . ' Y o u we re b o t h l o o k i n g ou t o f 

the w i n d o w s w e r e n ' t y o u ' sa id N i c k . ' Y e a h ' I r ep l i ed . ' I d o n ' t k n o w 

h o w y o u do that , I c a n ' t l o o k out , I j u s t shut m y eyes u n t i l I have to 

j u m p . Г т no t ve r y g o o d w i t h he igh t s ' he said w i t h an i r on i c smi le . W e 

w a l k e d o v e r to the recep t ion area and w a i t e d to get ou r feedback. A 

f e w m i n u t e s la ter our ins t ruc to r w a l k e d past us and sa id Ό Κ f o l l o w 

m e ' . H e sat d o w n and l i t another c igaret te , and pushed h is sunglasses 

o n the top o f h is head. H e had ou r f o r m s i n f r o n t o f h i m . ' R i g h t , w h o 

w e n t first' '1 d i d ' sa id N i c k . Ό Κ then , te l l m e h o w y o u t h i n k y o u d i ď 

N i c k exp la i ned that he though t i t w e n t O K , and that i t was bet ter than 

h is last j u m p . ' T h i s is y o u r f i f t h j u m p i sn ' t i t ' ? N i c k n o d d e d ' Y e a h , 

Г т h a p p y w i t h that , f o r y o u r fifth j u m p tha t ' s p re t t y g o o d ' The 

ins t ruc to r w r o t e some th i ng o n N i c k ' s f o r m and then sa id Ό Κ , James, 

h o w d i d i t g o ' ? ' I t h i n k i t w e n t O K . I w a l k e d ou t o n to the step qu i te 

w e l l , b u t I d o n ' t t h i n k I a rched m y back e n o u g h ' I sa id . E m i l y then 

r e m i n d e d m e that some th ing h i t m y head. ' Y e a h ' , I sa id ' I ' m no t sure 

w h a t that w a s ' . The ins t ruc to r c o n f i r m e d that that was the static l i ne ' I t 

can h a p p e n ' he said. ' A n y w a y ' , I c o n t i n u e d ' I t h i n k i t was O K , w h a t 
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d i d y o u t h i n k ? ' ' Y o u k i c k e d y o u r legs w h e n y o u j u m p e d ' , he said, ' b u t 

i t w a s n ' t bad . I ' ve seen m u c h worse . D o y o u t h i n k y o u ' l l be b a c k ' ? he 

asked. ' Y e a h , de f i n i t e l y , I ' l l be b a c k nex t w e e k e n d ' . ' G o o d . Y o u r 

second j u m p is rea l l y y o u r first. T o d a y y o u were j u s t w o r r y i n g about 

whe the r o r no t y o u we re g o i n g to d ie , y o u k n o w w h a t I m e a n ' ? W e 

laughed and agreed w i t h h i m . H e then m o v e d o n to E m i l y , and said 

that she d i d w e l l . K e i t h [ the C C I ] b o u g h t ove r t w o s k y d i v i n g 'S ta r te r ' 

magaz ines and t w o cer t i f i ca tes w h i c h he handed to the ins t ruc tor . H e 

s igned the first cer t i f i ca te and presented i t to E m i l y . E v e r y o n e c lapped 

and cheered. H e then s igned the other one and presented i t to m e and 

shook m y hand . T o d a y y o u have b o t h done some th i ng tha t m o s t 

peop le w i l l never do , and w o u l d never d ream o f d o i n g . W e l l done . ' I 

t h a n k e d the ins t ruc to r and agreed t o meet E m i l y and N i c k the 

f o l l o w i n g w e e k e n d . I w a l k e d b a c k to the car w i t h m y s k y d i v i n g 

magaz ine and cer t i f ícate . I needed t i m e to t h i n k about w h a t I had j u s t 

done. I needed t ime to re f lec t b y myse l f . 

6.3 Feeling the Fear 

I expe r ienced h i g h leve ls o f fear d u r i n g m y f i rs t j u m p . A s I i n f o r m e d the ins t ruc tor , 

j u m p i n g ou t o f a p lane was the m o s t t e r r i f y i n g act tha t I have ever v o l u n t a r i l y 

expe r ienced . T h a n k f u l l y I exper ienced w h a t I can o n l y descr ibe as a m i l d f o r m o f 

ne rvous an t i c i pa t i on be fo re N i c k j u m p e d f r o m the p lane. I r e m e m b e r f ee l i ng 

c o n f i d e n t about the safety p rocedures and e n j o y e d the m u s i c and v i e w s f r o m the 

a i rc ra f t . Never the less , as soon as the first s tudent j u m p e d I f e l t m y heart rate 
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d r a m a t i c a l l y increase 2 . W h e n I was ins t ruc ted to 'ge t i n to p o s i t i o n ' I l i t e ra l l y d i d not 

k n o w i f I w a s g o i n g to fa in t o r i f m y b o d y w o u l d m o v e . I feared that I m i g h t su f fe r 

f r o m fear para lys is (Fenz 1974) and be f o r ced t o c o m e b a c k d o w n i n the p lane (see 

H a w a r d , 1969) . D u r i n g m y research I learned that th is happened more than I 

i m a g i n e d . O n e ins t ruc to r c o m m e n t e d o n h o w he ' f e l t so r r y ' f o r one student w h o had 

re fused to j u m p three t imes ove r three consecu t i ve weekends . E v e n t h o u g h th is 

s tudent was de te rm ined to o v e r c o m e h is fear o f j u m p i n g , a f ter h is t h i r d f a i l ed a t tempt 

he dec ided to ca l l i t a day. D u r i n g m y f o u r t h j u m p one o f the students t u rned a round 

to the ins t ruc to r and said ' I can ' t do i t , I can ' t do i t , I ' m no t g o i n g to j u m p , I c a n ' t do 

i ť . T h e s tudent was re l i eved to l and i n the p lane. E v e n some o f the exper ienced 

skyd i ve rs we re no t ashamed to remin i sce about the ear ly stages o f the i r s k y d i v i n g 

career w h e n they a lso re fused to j u m p . A c c o r d i n g to one o f m y respondents , some o f 

the students are so nervous about j u m p i n g that m o s t o f the ins t ruc tors have had ' v o m i t 

i n the i r face at some p o i n t ' : 

People sit there say ing I ' m g o i n g to be s ick , I ' m g o i n g to be s ick , Г т 

g o i n g to be s ick , bu t as I say there 's no ro l l e r coaster f ee l i ng , there 's no 

reason to be s i ck because there 's n o t h i n g to m a k e y o u fee l s i ck apart 

from y o u r o w n fear and c o n v i n c e y o u r s e l f that y o u ' r e g o i n g t o be . B u t 

y o u k n o w , mos t o f the ins t ruc tors have had a face f u l l o f v o m i t because 

genera l l y they [ the students] ณ m round and say I ' m g o i n g to be s i ck 

and t h r o w up f a c i n g the i r i ns t ruc to r w h i c h i s j u s t e v i l ! A n d o f course 

they have to ca r ry o n w i t h a face f u l l , i t ' s j u s t ho r r i b l e . I t ' s deep ly 

unpleasant , i t doesn ' t happen o f t e n , bu t i t does happen. 

2 Research has demonstrated that parachuting significantly increases physiological activity. 
For research relating to physiological changes during a parachute jump see Anfilogoff, Hale, 
Nattness, Hammond and Carter, 1987. 
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( Lou i se ) 

Desp i te h i g h leve ls o f fear, the m a j o r i t y o f students do manage to m a k e a successfu l 

first j u m p . Never the less , some students have no i n t en t i on o f repeat ing the exper ience. 

I t a l ked to one s tudent w h o I t ra ined w i t h af ter he had j u m p e d . I asked h i m h o w i t 

wen t : ' I t w a s a l r i gh t , bu t I w o u l d n ' t do i t aga in . I t ' s so dangerous , I d i d n ' t fee l i n 

c o n t r o l at a l l . ' H e c lear l y d i d n ' t w a n t to ta l k abou t i t and l e f t the centre s t ra ight away . 

H i s ins t ruc to r asked where he was so he c o u l d g i ve h i m his feedback , b u t he had 

a l ready le f t . Jason, an exper ienced packer^ at the cent re, e x p l a i n e d h o w տ ս փ ո տ շ ճ he 

is b y some peop les react ions: 

I see e v e r y b o d y w h e n they c o m e i n and I ' ve had peop le c o m i n g up to 

m e and I ' ve said h o w d i d i t go , d i d y o u e n j o y i t and t h e y ' v e j u s t l o o k e d 

at m e and said I w o n ' t be d o i n g that aga in . I ha ted i t I hated i t . I hated 

eve ry m i n u t e o f i t . A n d there are some peop le that I ' ve been to ta l l y 

5ифгІ8есі b y that said that. 

T i m was also 8ифгІ8Є(і b y one o f the students w h o at tended h is R A P S t r a i n i n g course: 

The re had been t w o peop le i n the g roup that had been rea l l y , rea l l y 

nervous . T w o w o m e n . One o f t h e m was rea l l y , r ea l l y y o u n g . I t h i n k 

she w a s 18 or 19 and she was ve ry , very f ea r fu l be fo re g o i n g up i n the 

p lane and there was an e lder w o m e n w h o was about 45 and she had 

been ve ry g o o d d u r i n g the t r a i n i n g bu t she had expressed some fear , 

she w a s v e r y ne rvous , I m e a n I k n o w that eve ryone is nervous abou t 

j u m p i n g b u t she was rea l l y anx ious . I reassured her several t imes , and 

3 Paid by the centre to pack parachutes. This is a good way for skydivers to get their jump 
subsidized. 
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t o l d her to be pos i t i ve and so o n . I t h i n k she s ing led m e ou t f o r 

reassurance ac tua l l y . A n y w a y , the younge r g i r l f roze , and had to be 

coaxed ou t o f the p lane and I t h i n k the o lde r one was i n the nex t p lane 

and w a s rea l l y nervous p r i o r to j u m p i n g . B u t b o t h o f t h e m rea l l y 

e n j o y e d the exper ience af ter they had j u m p e d and e v e r y b o d y i n the 

g roup apart f r o m one person rea l l y e n j o y e d the exper ience and said 

that t hey w a n t e d to do i t aga in . The o n l y w o m e n w h o d i d n ' t e n j o y i t 

was qu i t e c o n f i d e n t du r i ng the t r a i n i n g b u t i t sounded l i k e she d i d n ' t 

have a good exper ience. H e r l ines were rea l l y t w i s t e d , and i t was 

c lea r l y a v e r y f r i g h t e n i n g exper ience f o r her. She rea l l y d i d n ' t en joy i t 

at a l l . She rea l l y e n j o y e d the t r a i n i n g , b u t she was qu i te adamant that 

she w o u l d never do i t aga in . 

A s T i m suggests, some o f the รณdents are qu i te t e r r i f i ed b y the exper ience o f j u m p i n g 

ou t o f a p lane . A l t h o u g h T i m also fe l t ' e x t r e m e l y n e r v o u s ' be fo re h i s f i r s t j u m p , he 

had a pos i t i ve exper ience and assured m e that he w o u l d ' d e f i n i t e l y l i k e to do another 

j u m p ' . H e descr ibed h is exper ience o f c l i m b i n g to a l t i tude : 

B e i n g i n the p lane was rather l i k e b e i n g i n an o l d beaten up t rans i t v a n , 

i t r ea l l y was , there was d o d g y b i t s o f carpet o n the floor, y o u k n o w , 

and i t w a s uncomfo r t ab le . P robab l y i n some respects I was h o p i n g that 

w e w o u l d never reach the he igh t at w h i c h w e j u m p . I was up l i k e a 

po le cat y o u k n o w , on m y knees, and the p i l o t , w h o y o u k n o w , w a s j us t 

a y o u n g s c r u f f y g u y w h o doesn ' t l o o k l i ke a p i l o t at a l l , i t ' s l i k e he ' s 

d r i v i n g a t rac tor y o u k n o w , he Ш т е с і a round and he gave m e th is k i n d 

o f f r i e n d l y w i n k and sm i l e , and y o u k n o w , I can read these k i n d o f 
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t h ings , they k n o w that y o u ' r e i n a s i tua t ion , and y o u p r o b a b l y l o o k 

ve ry f e a r f u l , y o u k n o w y o u ' r e b e a m i n g de l i r i ous and y o u ' r e eyes are 

l i k e p i ns or wha teve r y o u k n o w they can p r o b a b l y reg is ter tha t y o u ' r e 

sh i t t i ng yourse l f . A n d then the ins t ruc to r shouted l o o k at th is and 

leaned h is head out o f the p lane and h is face was a l l k i n d o f flapping 

a round . I t w a s scary i n a w a y bu t a lso f u n . I r emember , I s tuck ou t m y 

hand to fee l the w i n d and m y a r m near l y smacked h i m i n the face, i t 

was taken b y the w i n d (Laughs ) . 

T i m exp la i ned h o w h i s ins t ruc to r ' s tuck h is head ou t o f the p l a n e ' and made a m u s i n g 

faces against the w i n d . A s i m i l a r tact ic was used d u r i n g m y first j u m p w h e n the 

ins t ruc to r w a v e d h is a rms a round danc ing to the mus i c . A l t h o u g h h u m o u r m a y be 

e m p l o y e d b y the ins t ruc tors i n an a t tempt to re l ieve students o f some o f the i r p re -

j u m p anx ie t y (see D a v i s 1979) , b o t h examp les o n l y p r o v i d e d t empo ra ry re l ie f . L i k e 

T i m w h o a d m i t t e d to be ing e x t r e m e l y ne rvous , E m i l y a lso exper ienced h i g h leve ls o f 

fear on her first j u m p : 

The fear k i c k e d i n w h e n I was w a l k i n g to the p lane . I star ted h a v i n g 

b a d though ts . I was t h i n k i n g sh i t ( laughs) and m y hear t started 

p o u n d i n g and I was t r y i n g to r e m e m b e r the d r i l l and I w a s n ' t ve r y 

g o o d at i t b u t I j u s t ca r r ied on w a l k i n g . A n d i n the p lane I pan i cked a 

b i t because I s t i l l c o u l d n ' t r e m e m b e r the [ emergency ] d r i l l . B u t then , 

as w e we re g o i n g fu r the r up and up , I started t h i n k i n g O K I ' m g o i n g to 

have to do i t ( laughs) . A n d then the fear started k i c k i n g i n a b i t m o r e . 

A l o t m o r e . I t h i n k I needed the l oo , and m y though ts we re a l l over the 

p lace even t h o u g h I w a s t r y i n g to concent ra te . There was so m u c h 
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no ise , the v i b r a t i o n o f the p lane. I mean y o u ' r e up there and the p l ane ' s 

k i n d o f w o b b l i n g . O h , and the o ther t h i n g that I w a s rea l l y scared o f f 

was the stat ic l ine . I ' m scared o f i t e i ther no t b e i n g secured p r o p e r l y o n 

the p lane o r w h e n I ' m sat there I ' m scared that somebody e lse 's static 

l i ne is g o i n g to w h i p m e out (Laughs ) . B u t I go t rea l l y ne rvous j u s t 

be fo re the first person was abou t to j u m p . T h e ins t ruc to r shouted cut 

and I can r e m e m b e r m y s tomach j us t g o i n g weeeeerah, I j u s t hated i t , 

m y s tomach j u s t w e n t b l u u r g h . I mean the fear is b i g at that po in t , y o u 

k n o w t h e y ' r e d o i n g i t and y o u k n o w that y o u ' r e abou t to do i t , and 

tha t ' s the o ther t h i n g , y o u k n o w that w h e n that pe rson has gone y o u 

k n o w that y o u are sooner. A n d then y o u hear the i ns t ruc to r say go , 

and then the re 's th is b i g flapping o f the chu te o p e n i n g up . W h e n i t was 

m y t u r n , and the ins t ruc to r sa id cu t , m y fear leve ls w e n t even h igher , 

m u c h h ighe r , I m e a n they j u s t shoot right up and tha t ' s p r o b a b l y the 

w o r s t p o i n t and tha t ' s p r o b a b l y w h e n a l l m y leve ls o f fear go as h i g h as 

they can. W h e n I hear the w o r d cut , tha t ' s m y u l t i m a t e fear w h i c h I 

have never reached o ther than there. 

A l l respondents exper ienced a cons iderab le a m o u n t o f fear o n the i r first f e w j u m p s . 

Some in te rv iewees c l a i m e d that there second j u m p was even worse as they we re 

' m o r e aware o f w h a t they w e r e d o i n g ' . I n te rv iewees t a l ked abou t the i r first f e w 

j u m p s be ing ' h o r r e n d o u s ' . K a r l a d m i t t e d to p r a y i n g f o r the wea the r to d rama t i ca l l y 

change so that he d i d n ' t have to j u m p . A n n a dec lared that she was e x t r e m e l y 

f ea r f u l o n her first j u m p and r e m e m b e r e d t h i n k i n g that she ' c o u l d be n o t h i n g ' and 

4 The jump order depends on your weight. Both Karl and Tim were the first to jump although 
as Emily was the lightest student she was the last student to jump on her plane. 
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A d a m stated that o n h is f i r s t f e w j u m p s he ' c r a p p e d ' h i m s e l f ' a l l the w a y to 

a l t i ณ d e ' . T a k i n g th is i n to account , students w o u l d usua l l y a l l o w each o ther to 

m e n t a l l y prepare themse lves fo r j u m p i n g . I t was n o t unusua l f o r รณdents to sit 

qu i e t l y i n the flightline i n order to focus o n w h a t they w e r e abou t to do. 

Never the less , o n one occas ion th is tac i t agreement be tween รณdents w a s ser ious ly 

breached. 

O h m y G o d , w e m i g h t never come b a c k ' Josie says l a u g h i n g . She is 

c l ea r l y ve r y ne rvous . She pretends to shout to her par tner w h o is i n the 

spectator area '1 l o v e y o u , b y e , i ts been good k n o w i n g y o u ' . She 

laughs aga in . She learns over to m e and wh ispe rs ' I n a f e w m inu tes w e 

c o u l d be d e a d ' . A l t h o u g h she is o n l y j o k i n g , her sense o f h u m o u r is n o t 

shared b y m y s e l f o r the o ther s tudent w h o looks at m e shak ing her 

head and ra i s i ng her eyebrows . ' R i g h t , f o l l o w m e ' the ins t ruc to r says, 

t a k i n g a c igaret te f r o m beh ind h is ear and l i g h t i n g i t as w e w a l k d o w n 

to the r u n w a y . Sarah w a l k s w i t h me . ' G o d , I t hough t she w a s never 

g o i n g to shut up . She j u s t shows no cons ide ra t ion w i t h h o w other 

peop le deal w i t h nerves. ， 

Such a v i o l a t i o n w a s cons idered ' c o m p l e t e l y se l f i sh ' and af ter the j u m p Sarah 

c l a i m e d that because o f Jos ie 's behav iou r she d i d n ' t have enough t i m e to m e n t a l l y 

prepare. Sarah a lso stated that she s t i l l t r i ed to ta lk to her i n the p lane. Josie was 

s i t t i ng b e h i n d her shou t i ng c o m m e n t s such as ' W h a t are w e d o i n g ? ' ' W e m u s t be 

m a d ' and '1 d o n ' t w a n t to d i e ' . Sarah adm i t t ed to f ee l i ng e x t r e m e l y f rus t ra ted: ' I 
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j u s t w a n t e d to t u m a round and say shut up , I was fee l i ng rea l l y annoyed . B u t I 

d i d n ' t , I t r ied to i gno re her. I t r i ed to b l o c k her ou t so I c o u l d r e m a i n focused . ' 

6.4 Novice Accidents 

I t is ha rd l y s u φ ท ่ s i n g that n o v i c e parachut is ts exper ience h i g h leve ls o f fear o n the i r 

f i rs t f e w j u m p s . A s I d iscussed i n the p rev ious chapter , the R A P S t r a i n i n g course 

focused o n the va r i ous fac tors that can rea l i s t i ca l l y go w r o n g . Such con t ingenc ies 

i nc lude h a v i n g a m a l f u n c t i o n and a v o i d i n g va r ious obstacles w h i l s t under canopy 

such as m o t o r w a y s , houses, fac tor ies and e lec t r i c i t y py lons . B e f o r e m y f i r s t j u m p I 

underneath the p lane . D u r i n g the t r a i n i n g the ins t ruc tors had p r o v i d e d d ramat i c 

descr ip t ions o f a 's tat ic l i ne hang u p ' and the i r descr ip t ions had l e f t a v i v i d image i n 

m y m i n d . T h e prospec t o f i n j u r y and death has no t been ' s t r i pped a w a y ' f r o m th is 

a c t i v i t y (see Pa lmer 2002 ) . E m i l y was ex t reme ly aware o f the va r i ous fac tors that 

c o u l d go w r o n g w h e n a student j u m p s from the p lane : 

W h e n y o u ac tua l l y p u t i t a l l together I t h i n k a lo t o f th ings can ac tua l l y 

go w r o n g . L i k e y o u r l ines m i g h t no t un tang le and w h e n y o u ac tua l l y 

real ise a l l the th ings that can go w r o n g i t ' s ac tua l l y p re t t y a m a z i n g tha t 

th ings go r i g h t because y o u c o u l d end up w i t h a l i ne that doesn ' t rea l l y 

h o l d y o u r canopy r i g h t and so on and y o u r static l i ne m i g h t get tang led 

up be fo re y o u even go ou t o r i t hasn ' t been packed p r o p e r l y , o r even 

m o r e basic th ings , y o u m i g h t no t even have the harness o n p r o p e r l y 

m a y b e s o m e t h i n g gets caught up i n w h a t y o u ' r e w e a r i n g , y o u r a r m o r 

l eg gets caught up i n the l ines o r y o u h i t the p lane as y o u j u m p , I d o n ' t 
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k n o w i f that is poss ib le bu t i t ce r ta in l y seems l i ke i t shou ld be poss ib le . 

A n d w h e r e y o u l a n d , a l l k i n d s o f th ings can go w r o n g there, gusts o f 

w i n d . I m e a n the p lane m i g h t no t even w o r k , and i t m i g h t c rash 

[ L a u g h s ] so a l l sorts o f th ings can ac tua l l y go w r o n g . 

A l t h o u g h the ins t ruc tors a lways emphas ised that acc idents we re e x t r e m e l y rare, 

acc idents do occur^. O n e o f the ins t ruc tors i n f o r m e d m e that the m a j o r i t y o f i n ju r ies 

occu r red o n land ings : ' y o u do get a l o t o f l a n d i n g i n ju r i es , ank le breaks and that sort 

o f t h i n g , w e ' v e had peop le w h o have had to go to the acc ident and emergency at 

h o s p i t a l . ' D u r i n g m y f i e l d w o r k a student was taken to hosp i ta l w i t h a b r o k e n leg af ter 

flaring h is parachute too ear ly and I saw another s tudent a f ter her f i r s t j u m p w i t h 

b l o o d over her face and j u m p sui t . I learned that she had h i t her face on the step w h e n 

e x i t i n g the a i rc ra f t . Severa l รณdents l anded o f f the a i r f i e l d and o n one occas ion a 

student landed i n a tree. A l t h o u g h I d i d no t i n j u re m y s e l f d u r i n g m y f i e l d w o r k , o n m y 

second j u m p I n a r r o w l y a v o i d e d l a n d i n g o n a b a r b w i r e fence, and o n m y s i x th j u m p I 

near l y l anded o n the r o o f o f the recep t ion . I also deve loped c o l o u r f u l b ru ises a f te r 

b e i n g h i t b y the stat ic l i ne o n t w o occas ions. Steve descr ibed h is first 'near m i s s ' : 

I t h i n k i t was on m y t h i r d j u m p tha t I near l y crashed in to a fac to ry 

[ l aughs ] . Y e a h i t was k i n d o f e r m , I w a s c o m i n g i n to l and , and I ' d j u s t 

go t the w h o l e t r y i n g to c o n t r o l whe re I was l a n d i n g c o m p l e t e l y w r o n g . 

So I ended up head ing over the err, c a b i n where the recep t i on is o n the 

5 Research conducted in the United Kingdom claims that the likelihood of death is 1 in 55,000 
jumps (Davison 1990), although a Danish รณdy suggests 3 in 55,000 (Ellitsgaard 1987). The 
most recent statistics from the British Parachute Association cover a period of fourteen years 
(1990-2004). Out of a total of 3,042,114 jumps, there were 37 fatalities. 12 fatalities occurred 
on รณdent jumps and 5 students were killed on their first jump. Novice injury rates of 0.43 ― 

1.1% are much higher than those of experienced jumpers which range from 0.05 ― 0.13%. A 

staggering 84-87% of injuries occur on landing (Amamilo et al. 1987; Davison 1990; 

Ellitsgaard, 1987; Straiton et al. 1986). As one of my informants suggested, once the canopy 

has successfully opened the most dangerous part of the skydive has just begun. 
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l e f t hand side towards the car pa rk and rea l ised I was g o i n g to l a n d o n 

a car, so I sort o f h o o k e d i t l e f t and then f o u n d m y s e l f f a c i n g the 

fac to ry w i t h a b lue roo f . A n d I bas i ca l l y j u s t f o u n d m y s e l f head ing 

st ra ight f o r i t , w h a t I shou ld have done was tu rn l e f t aga in taken a 

d o w n w i n d l a n d i n g on to the D .Z . , b u t I d i d n ' t have enough k n o w l e d g e 

at the t ime . A n d I t hough t shi t I ' m g o i n g to h i t i t . I l anded about a 

met re shor t o f i t . A n d I j u s t t hough t d a m n I ' m g o i n g to b reak m y leg 

because there were a coup le o f b i g rocks i n the grass i n f r o n t o f i t , and 

I was m o r e concerned about h i t t i n g t h e m . B u t ac tua l l y I j u s t landed 

short . T h e canopy w e n t over the r o o f o f the fac to ry , b u t I was 

c o m p l e t e l y u n i n j u r e d [ l aughs ] . I t h i n k at the t i m e I d i d n ' t real ise qu i te 

h o w dangerous that was . 

A n o t h e r dangerous i nc iden t occu r red to K a r ľ s w i f e ( B e c k y ) o n her first j u m p . K a r l 

a d m i t t e d that he had b e i n g t r y i n g to c o n v i n c e her to ' g i v e i t a g o ' fo r severa l m o n t h s 

p r i o r to j u m p i n g . A f t e r several unsuccessfu l a t tempts , K a r l dec ided to b o o k her a 

p lace o n the R A P S course as a surpr ise b i r t h d a y present . B e c k y d i d no t re tu rn to m a k e 

a second j u m p . K a r l descr ibed her l a n d i n g : 

I t w a s rea l l y bad . She was about 2 f t f r o m the floor and the w i n d t o o k 

her up and b rough t her b a c k over o n to her head and shou lder and she 

damaged the musc les and e v e r y t h i n g i n her b a c k so b a d l y the w h o l e o f 

her b a c k was j u s t a s w o l l e n l u m p . N o t a l i t t l e l u m p i n her back , y o u 

c o u l d n ' t see her spine or her ribs or a n y t h i n g and i t rea l l y p u t her ou t 

fo r about 2 mon ths . I t w a s n ' t even that w i n d y . I t was a freak gust that 
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l i f t e d her up and b rough t her back d o w n o n to her head. I t l i f t e d her 

abou t 10f t i n t o the air . I t was nasty to w a t c h as w e l l . 

T h e mos t ser ious n o v i c e acc ident occu r red to a s tudent o n her first j u m p w h o was 

fo r tunate to su rv i ve w i t h j u s t a f racณred ver tebrae. I i n t e r v i e w e d her ins t ruc to r w h o 

i n f o r m e d m e that she had асШа І Іу created the m a l f u n c t i o n he rse l f b y e x i t i n g the 

a i r c ra f t i nco r rec t l y . N o t o n l y d i d she create a m a l f u n c t i o n , bu t she also ' f a i l e d to act 

c o r r e c t l y ' b y no t ac t i va t i ng the reserve parachute . E v e n t h o u g h the ins t ruc to r t a l k i n g 

her d o w n v i a the rad io c o u l d c lea r l y see that she needed to cu t a w a y her m a i n canopy , 

ins t ruc tors are no t a l l o w e d to i n f o r m the student o f a m a l f u n c t i o n ^ . A l l he w a s 

p e r m i t t e d to say w a s ' N o . 2， C h e c k y o u r c a n o p y ' , ove r and over aga in . T h e ins t ruc to r 

i n f o r m e d m e that the student s i m p l y ' f r o z e i n the a i r ' and m a i n t a i n e d that the student 

' h a d a rea l pan ic a t tack ' . E v e n t h o u g h the ins t ruc to r k n e w the รณdent c o u l d no t hear 

h i m af ter she has j u m p e d , he a d m i t t e d shou t ing ' c h o p it，7 f r o m the p lane , and 

descr ibed f e e l i n g c o m p l e t e l y help less: ' T h a t ' s the p r o b l e m b e i n g an ins t ruc to r , y o u 

t r a i n t h e m o n the g r o u n d , b u t once they leave the a i r c ra f t t hey ' r e o n the i r o w n ' . Pau l 

p r o v i d e d a de ta i led account o f the i nc iden t d u r i n g h is i n t e r v i e พ : 

W e h a d that i nc iden t at the d rop zone recen t l y . T h a t was p r o b a b l y one 

o f the m o s t ser ious in ju r ies w e ' v e ever had and the g i r l was l u c k y to 

su r v i ve , I s t i l l c a n ' t be l i eve she d i d . She had a m a l f u n c t i o n i n the 

canopy ove rhead because she ex i t ed the a i rc ra f t i nco r rec t l y . Bas i ca l l y 

she d i d a bad ex i t , y o u ' v e p r o b a b l y seen the v i d e o o n the [ R A P S ] 

course, y o u k n o w the g o o d ex i t and the rea l l y b a d , w e l l occas iona l l y 

y o u ' l l get someone whose ex i t is so bad that i t causes p r o b l e m s and 

՝ The decision to activate the reserve canopy has to be made by the student. 
Skydiving slang for jettisoning the main parachute and deploying the reserve. 
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she bas ica l l y ended up w i t h one o f the brake l ines w r a p p e d up i n the 

reserve t ray w h i c h caused the canopy to sp i ra l d o w n . H a d she cu t away 

and e m p l o y e d her reserve she w o u l d have been fine b u t she d i d n ' t , she 

d i d n ' t do a n y t h i n g to save her l i f e . She sp i ra l l ed d o w n and landed i n 

the m i d d l e o f a roundabou t on the A l . 

I : So she w a s l u c k y to l and o n the roundabou t . 

Y e s , o h v e r y l u c k y I m e a n hones t l y w e , w h e n she h i t the g r o u n d w e 

assumed that she was dead and w e l l the chevrons g o i n g r o u n d the edge 

o f the r o u n d a b o u t y o u k n o w c o u l d have s l i ced her i n ha l f . B u t she 

landed i n the m i d d l e o f the roundabou t , amaz ing . 

A c c i d e n t s do occu r and the act ions o f students i n such s iณat ions can have disastrous 

consequences. Never the less , as Steve stressed, such occas ions are: 

V e r y , v e r y rare. I t ' s ve r y rare that y o u get ser ious i n ju r i es . People are 

i n j u red , w e get a lo t o f first t i m e j u m p e r i n ju r i es i n the w a y o f spra ined 

ank les and that k i n d o f t h i n g because t h e y ' r e unprepared as they 

approach the g round and they perhaps l and a b i t ftinny, b u t i t ' s ve r y 

rare that y o u get student m a l f u n c t i o n s . 

Steve i n f o r m e d m e that the w o r s t n o v i c e acc ident happened ' y ears ago ' and resu l ted 

i n the รณdent b e i n g para lysed , b u t they have never had a รณdent fatal i ty . . Desp i te such 

stor ies, i t is i m p o r t a n t to emphas ise that the m a j o r i t y o f รณdents w a l k away from the i r 
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j u m p c o m p l e t e l y unha rmed . L i k e m a n y o f m y in te rv iewees , A n d r e w b e l i e v e d that one 

o f the m a i n fac tors f o r students no t r e m m i n g to the centre a f te r the i r first f e w j u m p s 

concerns fear: 

A s f o r the peop le that do a f e w j u m p s and then leave i t , p r o b a b l y the 

m a j o r fac to r is fear. Pa r t i cu la r l y af ter the f i rs t f e w j u m p s y o u start to 

k n o w more and m o r e and i t starts to seep i n about h o w m a n y th ings 

c o u l d po ten t i a l l y go w r o n g . Peop le do get ve r y scared. B u t at that p o i n t 

y o u do k n o w enough to k n o w a l o t abou t w h a t can go w r o n g , b u t y o u 

d o n ' t k n o w enough abou t the t r a i n i ng and the e q u i p m e n t to k n o w w h y 

a l o t o f those th ings a ren ' t g o i n g to happen. 

I n te rv iewees exp la i ned that fear was some th i ng that they i n i t i a l l y had to ove rcome . 

A f t e r h is f o r t h j u m p K a r l s topped j u m p i n g f o r three m o n t h s , b u t he was de te rm ined 

n o t to let fear ' ge t the bet te r ' o f h i m 

I j u s t t hough t about i t , y o u k n o w , j u s t ge t t i ng on the step and I t hough t 

w h y on ear th do I w a n t to do that. I became scared o f j u m p i n g 

bas ica l l y , r ea l l y nervous and i t t o o k m e a f e w m o n t h s to o v e r c o m e the 

fear and then I j u m p e d aga in end o f Ju ly , b e g i n n i n g o f A u g u s t th is 

year . 

Skyd i ve rs t a l ked about a g radua l t r ans i t i on that occurs d u r i n g the ear l y stages o f the i r 

career. T h i s t rans i t i on i nvo l ves v i e w i n g fear as a pos i t i ve rather t han a negat ive aspect 

o f the sport . A s A d a m stated, ' i t w o u l d n ' t be pos i t i ve i f I was s t i l l as scared as on m y 
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first j u m p , i f I had to do that every j u m p I t h i n k I ' d p r o b a b l y have q u i t b y n o w ' . 

Respondents ta l ked about h o w fear w a s i m p o r t a n t as i t ensured they d i d n ' t become 

comp lacen t . Steve be l i eved the impor tance o f ' e m b r a c i n g ' and l i v i n g w i t h fear. H e 

p rov ides an examp le f r o m the C h u c k P a l a h n i u k ' ร (2001 ) n o v e l Fight Club: 

Y o u k n o w where he pours the ac id o n h is hands and says ' e m b r a c e the 

fear ' . 

I : Y e a h . 

T h e r e ' s some th i ng about e m b r a c i n g the fear as w e l l , y o u k n o w l i v i n g 

t h r o u g h the fear. I k n o w that I a m g o i n g to j u m p . A s a รณdent I 

bo t t l ed ou t o f a coup le o f j u m p s because I d i d n ' t fee l that I was capable 

o f w h a t I had to do . B u t n o w that I k n o w that I can do w h a t I have to 

do I k n o w that I ' m never g o i n g to no t j u m p , so fear i n a sense doesn ' t 

mat ter . Y o u j u s t have to l i v e w i t h i t , I m e a n i f y o u d i d n ' t have any fear 

at a l l , t hen w h a t ' s the po in t [ l aughs ] . Y o u m i g h t as w e l l go c y c l i n g 

instead. 

A l t h o u g h Pau l is an exper ienced ins t ruc to r at the cent re , he s t i l l c l a i m e d to 

occas iona l l y fee l a b i t ' o n edge ' be fo re j u m p i n g : 

Y o u are t h r o w i n g y o u r s e l f f r o m a p lane f r o m four teen thousand feet I 

m e a n y o u do , I s t i l l get i t n o w , b u t I d o n ' t have any fear l i k e y o u get 

f r o m the first t i m e j u m p i n g w h i c h , that is , tha t ' s s o m e t h i n g I r ea l l y , 
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rea l l y miss . L i k e I love i t w h e n there 's รณdents i n the p lane w i t h m e or 

w h e n there 's tandems i n the p lane w i t h m e because I can feed o f f 

t h e m . 

O t h e r studies (Hargreaves 1997; Stranger 1999) have also demons t ra ted that 

v o l u n t a r y r i sk t a k i n g is o f t en pursued f o r the sake o f f ac i ng and conque r i ng fear and 

d i s p l a y i n g courage. T h e cha l lenge is to p rove to themse lves and to others that they 

have success fu l l y c o n t r o l l e d the i r fear and fee l ings o f suscep t ib i l i t y and anx ie ty . 

V o l u n t a r i l y p l a c i n g onese l f whe re personal boundar ies are tested c lea r l y has soc ia l 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l benef i ts ( C s i k s z e n t m i h a y l i 1975; G o f f m a n 1969; L y n g 1990; M i t c h e l l 

1983) . A s G o f f m a n stated, 'ser ious ac t i on is a ser ious r i d e ' ( 1969 : 199) , a ride that is 

a lso seen as b e i n g g o o d fo r one ' s character ( H o l y f i e l d and F ine 1997) . S k y d i v i n g is 

seen as p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y p r o f o u n d (Far re l l 1967) as the emot ions o f ter ror , j o y , fear 

and e x h i l a r a t i o n are a l l exper ienced s imu l taneous ly . T h e pa r t i c i pan t ' ร f i r s t cha l lenge 

is to see h o w they w i l l respond to the ' e m o t i o n a l i n tens i t y ' p r o d u c e d b y the ' d ia lec t i c 

o f fear and p leasure ' ( L e B r e t o n 2000 : 4 ) . Never the less , as I have po in ted ou t , there 

is a t rans i t i on that takes p lace that i n vo l ves t r a n s f o r m i n g fear i n to p leasure. T h i s is 

one o f the f i r s t ' t u r n i n g p o i n t s ' ( G o f f t n a n 1961) i n a series o f persona l ad jus tments i n 

a s k y d i v e r ' ร m o r a l career. Th i s t u r n i n g p o i n t became ex t reme ly apparent w h i l s t I was 

w a i t i n g i n the flightline be fore m y f o r t h j u m p . W h i l s t qu ie t l y w a i t i n g w i t h t w o other 

รณdents o n m y l i f t , I observed a g roup o f skyd i ve rs w h o had j u s t f i n i shed the safety 

checks o n each others equ ipmen t . Rather than concen t ra t i ng o n w h a t they w e r e about 

to d o , one s k y d i v e r sudden ly dec ided to teach everyone salsa danc ing . T h e other 

skyd i ve rs w e r e sudden ly enthusiast ic dance students, sp i nn i ng a round and t r y i n g n o t 

to step o n each others feet. A s they boa rded the p lane the i r n e w danc ing teacher 

agreed to con t i nue the lesson af ter the j u m p . Rather than b e i n g seen as d i sp lays o f 
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courage, such ac t ions s h o w e d h o w exper ienced skyd ive rs become a lmos t i nd i f f e ren t 

to the once t e r r i f y i n g p rospec t o f j u m p i n g ou t o f a p lane at 14,000f t . T h e y have 

success fu l l y learned h o w to manage the h i g h - r i s k con tex t . Ra ther t han b e i n g v i e w e d 

as some th i ng to be dreaded, fear is ac t i ve l y seized and embraced b y sky d i vers. W h a t 

was once exper ienced as t e r r i f y i n g becomes no rma l i sed and fear recedes ( L i p s c o m b e 

1988) . The act o f j u m p i n g o u t o f a p lane is s o m e t h i n g to be e n j o y e d rather than a 

cha l lenge to o v e r c o m e . 

6.5 Dicing with Death? 

O n the 13^^ o f June 2004 a skyd i ve r was k i l l e d at the d r o p zone. T h i s was the f i r s t 

fa ta l i t y at the centre since 1992， w h e n a skyd i ve r c o l l i d e d w i t h 20 ,000 v o l t p o w e r 

cables and was i m m e d i a t e l y e lec t rocuted. The loca l newspaper Sunday รนท repor ted 

the i nc i den t under the head l ine ' M a n dies i n P lane P l u n g e ' and descr ibed h o w h is 

parachute j u m p w e n t ' h o r r i b l y w r o n g ' . A t 1 l a m the skyd ive r , a l o n g w i t h h is open 

parachute , was d iscovered b y the o w n e r o f H i g h C r o w ' s f a r m one m i l e a w a y f r o m the 

d rop zone. Eye wi tnesses repor ted seeing h is parachute open co r rec t l y , and o n l y 

began to be conce rned w h e n they saw h i m vee r i ng a w a y f r o m the d rop zone as he w a s 

c o m i n g i n t o land . I spoke to one o f the ins t ruc tors at the centre about the inc iden t : 

I t happened last w e e k e n d , b u t he d i d n ' t have a m a l [ m a l f u n c t i o n ] o r 

a n y t h i n g . H i s parachute opened and e v e r y t h i n g w a s f i ne u n t i l he came 

in to land. Bas i ca l l y he m i s j u d g e d it. W e f o u n d out that he was 

j u m p i n g w i t h a c a n o p y that was too sma l l f o r h i m , and came in to l and 

m u c h to fast. H e j u s t c o u l d n ' t con t ro l i t . 
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Paul also infonฑed me that i f he had been a regular they would have been in a better 

posit ion to determine his level o f abil i ty: 'The problem was no-one knew h im. He 'd 

never jumped at the centre before. We just knew that he had done over a hundred 

jumps. He came from a mi l i tary background and he seemed confident about what size 

canopy he wanted to jump w i th ' . A l l the skydivers at the centre I talked to about the 

fatality believed that the fault was w i th the skydiver rather than the equipment. No 

one admitted that the incident has made them reconsider their pre-occupation. 

Although those outside the skydiving community may believe that a fatality confirms 

skydiving to be an uncontrollable and unacceptable risk, all my informants believed 

that this incident could have been avoided. Other research on high-risk sports also 

explains how participants can marginalise the risks associated w i th their sport by 

emphasising the possibil ity o f control (Celsi et al, 1993; Doka et al, 1990). This 

fatality contributes to the growing list fatalities in the United K ingdom over the last 

two years. Paul was clearly concerned about the 'negative' press that skydiving 

received in the mass media. 

Often, often things which happen l ike the death o f that woman in 

Australia, she was a U K skydiver, and to understand why she died you 

need quite a bi t o f technical knowledge which obviously not everyone 

has and so for the general public it would just be that one, this person 

is a skydiver and two, this person died, and that's all they get. A n d 

especially because the only skydiving news that would make it to the 

general public is deaths, it understandably gives them a very one-sided 

v iew o f skydiving because all you see are the bad or the extreme, the 

extremely bad ones. 
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Skydiving is an activity where the 'stakes are h igh ' (Lipscombe 1999) and individual 

decisions can have serious consequences. As Steve explained 4 f you do cock i t up, 

basically, you're in b ig shit whereas i f you make a mistake playing rugby or whatever 

i t 's not such a big deal ' . Al though the general public may not have enough technical 

knowledge to have an informed opinion, such incidents do conf i rm why skydiving 

should be understood as an extreme sport. According to Giddens 'hazardous sports' 

such as skydiving should be understood as 'institutionalised risk environments' that 

provide individuals w i th the choice ' to risk scarce resources, including their l ives' 

(1991:124). Nevertheless, Giddens provides l i t t le sense o f the details and complexities 

o f these risks and the various ways in which they are managed and controlled by 

participants. Al though al l my respondents insisted that they were not 'doing 

something crazy' they did not try to deny that there are serious dangers that everyone 

must be aware of. Consider the fo l lowing quotes: 

Everyone thinks skydivers are dangerous and crazy. I think people 

think skydiving's extreme and definitely before I did i t I would have 

said that i t was an extreme sport because it is really dangerous and 

everything. But now that I have done it I see it quite differently. There 

are dangers, but I 'm not doing something crazy. I ť s extreme, but i t 's 

not extremely dangerous. 

(Karl) 

I t 's fair to say that a lot o f people view it as an extreme sport. I t 

depends on how you define extreme. It you define extreme as being 

something that is very risky, erm potentially, i t 's one o f those sports 
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that i f you treat it w i th respect, not necessarily do it by the book, but be 

cautious about what you do you are very very safe and you are very 

unl ikely to get hurt, but i f you do start pushing things too far or not 

g iv ing the sport the respect i t deserves it can and does bite hard. 

(Andrew) 

Wel l I suppose people are terribly frightened o f the idea o f jumping out 

o f a plane. I mean there*ร always the possibil ity o f dying. Every t ime 

you jump you are putting your l i fe at risk so yeah I would probably say 

it is an extreme sport. 

(Adam) 

Most people wouldn ' t consider getting out o f a perfectly good 

aeroplane and they would defiantly see it as being far too dangerous. 

There's obviously a danger element involved, and I suppose I would 

say it*ร an extreme sport because you know there's no sort o f denying 

that but I think there are more dangerous things to do. There's no 

reason why you shouldn't l ive every t ime and come away uninjured. 

(Stewart) 

As these quotes suggest, skydivers do not deny that there are risks involved wi th 

skydiving. Every t ime a sky di ver jumps they have to deal w i th 'extreme heights' and 

'extremely hostile condit ions' and sometimes it can and does 'bite hard'. A l l the 

novice parachutists I interviewed were unaware o f any statistics relating to the amount 

o f deaths there were in the U K from skydiving. Unl ike experienced skydivers who 

regularly checked related web sites and specific magazines, and would want to know 

exactly why a fatality occurred, novice parachutists claimed to have 'no idea'. 

Nevertheless, Andrew did know exactly how many fatalities there were. Even at an 
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early stage o f his skydiving career Andrew spent a considerable amount o f time 

finding out about fatalities and serious injuries around the wor ld. Andrew curiosity 

was aroused when he directly witnessed how skydiving can have devastating 

consequences. 

Whi le I was sti l l doing my course one o f my instructors did a low turn 

and got k i l led. It nearly put me off. I mean I was having a hard time 

anyway. I was having problems doing turns in free fal l and I was pretty 

much ready to jack it all in because I just couldn't get it right and then 

that happened. I was so close to just jacking it in completely. I d idn' t 

j ump for about a month after that. But after the first two weeks I 

caught mysel f looking out o f the window o f the off ice on numerous 

occasions thinking I need to be in the air. I think I had done about ten 

jumps by that stage, during my training I was particularly terrif ied and 

there were about four jumps where I completely bottled it and ended 

up landing in the plane. You know, the door would open, everyone else 

would get out and I would be in the comer going there is no way that I 

am getting out and one o f the things that I found helped me get over 

that was finding out as much as I could about the sport so at a k ind o f 

rational level I could say wel l you know all these things that could 

happen are so statistically unl ikely that I 'm OK. 

Andrew รณdied the available evidence and made a ' rat ional ' decision to continue. 

Not only would Andrew know about the amount o f fatalities but he would also try 

and learn from their mistakes. Since his instructor'ร death, Andrew has tried to gain 

as much knowledge about the sport as possible. He explained that although people 
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assumed skydiving to be dangerous, he believed the act o f jump ing out o f a plane to 

be a calculated risk. Al though Andrew acknowledges that the risks can not be 

completely eliminated: 'The amount o f research that has gone into producing the 

equipment has significantly reduced the risks. Anyone who knows the statistics 

knows that i t 's really unl ikely that you're going to end up dead. ' Kar l also believed 

skydiving to be a calculated risk: 

I suppose I think o f it as a calculated risk. You know you get all the 

training, you know the training works, you see al l o f the equipment, 

you have faith and confidence in the equipment you've got. To me 

dangerous is, you know, I used to do a lot o f c l imbing. Г11 use that as 

an example. N o w I always cl imbed w i th ropes because then although it 

is high risk, there is a safety net there. I also know lads that don' t c l imb 

w i th any ropes at al l . Now I would consider that as dangerous, i f you 

fal l , there's no safety net and you are basically dead. You know the 

heights that I 'm talking about you know, lOO's o f feet, 1000'ร o f feet. 

N o w that's something I consider to be crazy and dangerous. 

Here Kar l provides an interesting example by comparing skydiving to c l imbing 

without ropes. For Kar l , c l imbing without ropes is 'dangerous' and 'crazy' because 

unlike skydiving there is no safety net. I f one o f his friends made a mistake, in all 

probabil i ty they would be ki l led. Skydivers always jump wi th two (main and reserve) 

canopies. I f they have a malfunction, they can activate the reserve. Also, as I shall 

discuss in detail later, most skydivers j ump wi th an automatic activating device 

( A A D ) which w i l l automatically open the reserve canopy at a pre-determined height. 

This is in case any unforeseen events that may occur such as being knocked 
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unconscious during freefall. Obviously the A A D might not work and the reverse 

canopy may have a malft inction, and that is precisely why skydiving is considered to 

be a calculated risk. Kar l has faith in his equipment and in his own abil i ty. I f he had a 

malfunction, he is confident in his abil i ty to deal w i th the problem. Al though Karl had 

not experienced a malfunction, he has had problems during deployment: 

There's been a couple o f times that I've had a bit o f a problem and г ve 

actually looked down to check where my pads are to make sure that 

they are where I want them to be and I 've looked back up and I 

thought right am I going to have to cut away, and at one point I even 

had hold o f my pads ready to cut away. This only happened about 3 

weeks ago. I jumped out, at 3,000ft I pulled my main parachute and the 

lines went up and the parachute stayed in the bag and it was above my 

head and then it gradually started to come out and then it twisted so I 

checked my alt i , and I've gone down to about 2,000ft by this point and 

I sti l l had loads o f twists so I 'm k ick ing them out and k ick ing them out 

and the parachute is sti l l not opening properly and by now I 'm roughly 

at 1500ft and I thought right I f i t gets to a 1000ft I 'm going to cut 

away. I was getting down to 1200ft and I sti l l had a couple o f twists 

and just as the twists came out I looked and I was just above a 1000ft. 

But even i f there was just one twist left in it I would have cut it away at 

1000ft. No panic, it was all calm, I knew exactly where my pads were I 

knew exactly what I was doing. 
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Although Karl was clearly in a l i fe threatening situation, he stil l remained calm and 

focused. Elaine emphasised the importance o f control for sky di vers: 'That 's one o f 

the main things I l ike about it. I t 's al l you, i t 's all down to you. ' Stewart described his 

malfunction, which was the most dangerous malfunction out o f my informants. 

Stewart claimed that before his malfunction he was uncertain as to how he would 

react. He explained that he had his own private insecurities about how he would deal 

w i th a malfunction, whether he would be calm and collected or panic and 'just start 

pul l ing at anything' he could get his hands on. Thankful ly Stewart remained calm in 

the extreme circumstances produced by a high speed malfunction: 

Mine was a high speed malfunction. I was sti l l going at a hundred and 

ten miles, a hundred and twenty miles an hour towards the ground, 

most people usually have something above their head [their main 

canopy], it might be spinning but i t 's sti l l slowing down the rate o f 

descend. Mine was l ike one o f the fastest ones to deal wi th but i t was 

then and there, that was it sort o f th ing.. . i t 's really nice to know that in 

that situation you can cope. 

Stewart explained that when you have a problem at one hundred and twenty miles an 

hour, when 'things don' t go quite according to p lan ' , you have to do 'what everyone 

is trained to do in such a ร ішаїіоп. Diagnose the problem and deal w i th i t . ' I asked 

Steve i f he had ever had to pul l the reverse: 

Yeah. When I opened my parachute I was in really bad spinning twists, 

and I felt very much out o f balance so I knew immediately that 

something was wrong. But I k ind o f focused on getting the twists out 

and hoping that the twists would resolve themselves. They did but 
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when I looked up through the lines which were now clear I could see 

that the canopy was deformed, basically i t looked l ike a bow tie. I t had 

what is known as a ' l ine over' which is when one o f the lines goes over 

the top o f the canopy. So obviously i t 's not as big as it should be and 

i t 's not going to support you. Once I saw that l j u s t knew straight away 

that I would have to l ike do it and went through it and I d idn' t feel 

particularly scared or anything l ike that. I remember that t ime seemed 

to be a lot slower, and the whole process o f doing the reserve dr i l l 

seemed to take an age асШаІІу as did the period between f inal ly cutting 

away the reserve handle and the reserve parachute actually opening. 

A n d I remember, I 've got an image in my mind o f the reserve pi lot 

chute being some where up there because obviously you are vertical 

rather than horizontal so when you throw your head back in an arch 

you're going to see the reserve pi lot chute coming out above you. So I 

remember seeing that. And then the next thing I can remember 

basically is seeing a big white canopy above my head and I was 

thinking wooohooo I 'm alive. 

Steve's malfunction allowed h im to prove to himself that he was capable o f dealing 

w i th a l i fe threatening situation. His individual capacities were challenged and control 

was maintained. For skydivers a malfunctioned main parachute 'can be sorted* and is 

therefore viewed as a controllable risk: 'Whatever happens i t 's down to me. I know 

there's factors that can happen but even i f something happens you're st i l l in control. 

Sorting out a problem has got nothing to do w i th anyone else, it is all down to you. ' 

Informants maintained that they were far more concerned o f the risks o f something 
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going wrong wi th the plane than having a malfunction. Some skyd ivers l i terally 

'hated' being in the plane below one thousand feet, because i f anything went wrong 

w i th the plane they were too low to j ump out. This was a risk that was beyond their 

control, an uncontrollable risk. The fo l lowing three quotes make comparisons to 

bungee jumping, a rollercoaster and horse r iding respectively. 

I f you compare it to bungee jumping, I mean there's no ski l l jumping 

o f f something. You 've got a couple o f guys who strap a piece o f elastic 

to your ankles erm and you throw yourself o f f the front o f the cage. 

The thing about a bungee jump is that you are at the mercy o f those 

who are organising it. A l l you've got to do is let go. I f you don't let go 

you're not going to fal l . But wi th skydiving, i t 's all about you. Your 

own preparation, your mental preparation, i t 's all down to you. 

(Karl) 

You ' re in control, i t 's l ike you've got that control, w i th a roller coaster 

ride you do nothing, ninety-nine point nine, nine, nine percent o f the 

time you just sit there and enjoy it , there's nothing you can do to stop 

it, i f it goes wrong there*ร nothing you can do, i t 's basically just there, 

you are there for the ride whereas parachuting you're not there for the 

ride, you're the pi lot, i f that makes sense. 

(Stewart) 

I went horse r iding a few years ago and fel l off. I really injured my 

back. The horse just went out o f control. But wi th skydiving, i f you 

injure yourself i t is your own fault, i t 's not down to anything beyond 

your control. 

(Nick) 
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As these quotes suggest, skydivers dislike voluntari ly placing themselves in l i fe 

threatening situations that they can not control. Rather than being at the mercy o f 

others or the strucณred terrors o f mechanization (Holyf ie ld 1999) one o f the main 

attractions o f skydiving is that it offers the opportunity to be the pi lot rather than a 

passenger who has no control over the situation. As I discussed in chapter 4， the 

tandem jump was described by one instructor as the 'ult imate fairground attraction' 

precisely because the passenger has no control over the situation. Skydivers are not 

interested in 'putt ing their l i fe in somebody else's hands'. Even at an early stage o f 

their skydiving career, novice รณdents are keen to learn how to pack their own 

parachutes, rather than being forced to rely on the competence o f people they hardly 

know. Unl ike the character in Luke Rhinehart's novel The Dice Man (1972) who 

decides to make decisions by relying on the 'square shoulders o f the dice' , skydivers 

do not value random chance. As Celsi et al. (1993) also recognised, skydivers seek 

controllable risk contexts where their individual capabilities can be challenged and 

tested. 

6.6 The Quest ion of Edgework 

Over the past decade increasing theoretical attention has been paid to voluntary risk 

taking described by Lyng (1990, 1993, 1998， 2005) as 'edgework' , the abil i ty to 

'maintain control over a situation that verges on complete chaos, a รіШайоп that most 

people would regard as completely uncontrollable' (1990: 861). As I explained in 

chapter 2, Lyng borrows the term 'edgework' f rom Hunter ร. Thompson (1969, 1980, 

1993) to describe those who voluntari ly participate ' in l i fe threatening or anomie-

producing activit ies' in order ' to see how far one can go and sti l l successfully 
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negotiate life-and-death ร іШаЇіопз' (Lyng and Snow 1986: 169). Edgework is used as 

a 'classifying category' (Lyng 1990: 855) and describes activities that: 

involve a clearly observable threat to one's physical or mental well-being or 

one's sense o f ordered existence. The archetypical edgework experience is 

one in which the individual 's failure to meet the challenge at hand w i l l result 

in death or, at the very least, debilitøting injury (Lyng 1990: 857). 

Edgework should therefore be understood as 'a type o f experimental anarchy in which 

the individual moves beyond the realm o f established social patterns to the very 

fringes o f ordered reality' (Lyng 1990: 882). A common feature o f activities that can 

be described as edgework is that they all involve the use o f specific individual 

capacities. Such individuals have the capacity to exercise the skil ls required for 

'crowding the edge' (Lyng and Snow 1986: 171), an experience which produces 'a 

sense of "self-realization," "self-actualization," or "self-determination"' (Lyng 1990: 

860). Indeed, edgeworkers generally considered the opportunity to use their personal 

skil ls the most valuable aspect o f the experience. 

Lyng's classifying concept o f edgework has attempted to provide 'an alternative 

social psychological theoretical framework' in order to 'account for participation in 

high risk behaviour' (Lyng 1990: 854). The concept o f edgework is useful as the act 

o f skydiving does involve individuals placing themselves in l i fe threatening situations 

and as I have noted, the opportunity to test and challenge their personal skil ls and 

capabilities is clearly one o f the main attractions. Nevertheless, Lyng's suggestion 

that edgeworkers 'tend to search for more puri f ied forms o f edgework' by art i f icial ly 

211 



incapacitating themselves is extremely problematic. Such puri f ied forms o f edgework 

can be achieved by skydivers 'increasing the r isks', by jumping under the influence o f 

mind altering substances, deploying one's parachute at a low altitude and/or jumping 

in marginal conditions. Lyng maintains that such patterns suggest a 'commitment to 

get as close as possible to the edge without going over i ť (Lyng 1990: 862). This 

notion o f 'pur i f ied ' edgework needs to be examined further. The overwhelming 

majori ty o f my informants simply did not agree that a 'common pattern among risk 

takers is to increase the risks o f dangerous activit ies'. As Mi tchel l (1983) and Celsi et 

al. (1993) also note, individuals асШаІІу delimit high-risk contexts to a manageable 

level. As I w i l l suggest, my informants d id not choose to j ump in threatening weather 

conditions or generally attempt to increase the risks o f skydiving. 

6.7 The Impor tance of Safety 

Safety was extremely important for all o f my informants. Kar l even insisted that it 

would be hard to ' f ind a more safety conscious sport'. Kar l stopped bungee jumping^ 

due to the lack o f safety involved. I asked Kar l i f he participated in any other extreme 

sports: 

No not any longer. No, I don' t do any snowboarding, white water 

raft ing or anything. I've done bungee jumping. I've done 107 bungee 

jumps. But that's in the past now and it is certainly something I w i l l 

not be doing again. 

8 One of the founders of the Bungee-jump suggests that Чһе aim is to touch the ground with 
your hand when the elastic is fully extended before starting the upward bound that takes you 
back up 50 or 100 meters' (Hackett cited in Le Breton 2000: 8), 
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I: Was that before you started skydiving? 

Yes. And I 've said this to a lot o f people, now I've took up skydiving 

and I can see what safety emphasis is put on, I would never do another 

bungee j u m p again. N o w I consider bungee jumping as dangerous and 

irresponsible. I've done bungee jumps wi th a whole different number 

o f organisations who set up jumps and some o f them are a lot more 

professional than others, but you don't think about it at the time, but 

when you see what emphasis is put on safety in this sport, and I think 

about how some o f them would set up the equipment and their 

organisation and I think, I could never do another bungee jump. Some 

one asked me to do another bungee jump a couple o f months ago, he 

phoned me up, and he said Kar l , do you fancy doing a bungee j u m p 

for charity, and I says No. He says why not, and I told h im that there 

was not enough safety in it. He says, but you jump out o f aeroplanes, 

but the safety's there. To me that's impoľtant. 

Kar l also explained that he was never interested in progressing to more 'extreme' 

forms bungee jumping where individuals attach the elastic to their legs after they have 

jumped. According to Kar l such an activity was 'extremely dangerous' and 

* extremely stupid'. Safety was also extremely important for Andre พ . He commented 

on how some o f his friends outside the skydiving community assumed that he would 

eventually take up B.A.S.E. jumping, an acronym for Buildings, Antennae, Spans and 

213 



Earth . Andrew was adamant in his refusal and 8ифгІ8Є(1 his friends by stating ' I 

don' t want to d ie! ' : 

Even i f you get a mentor who w i l l take you through and make sure that 

you are as safe as you can be, i t 's sti l l extremely dangerous. I f you 

look at BASE jumping videos, 90% o f people in the videos are dead. I 

was watching a programme on BASE jumping the other week and 

during the course o f f i lming one guy got k i l led, another guy got 

paralyzed and two guys ended up really really really smashed up. So it 

is bloody dangerous. But I would l ike to do a balloon j ump or a 

helicopter j ump , though, which are quite safe. The things that get you 

dead in BASE jumping are the fact that you are jumping f rom such a 

low altiณde and also there is usually a damn big c l i f f face that you can 

fal l into. 

Kar l does not show a 'wil l ingness to take unnecessary risks' (Lyng 1998: 227) and 

Andrew's reflections on BASE jumping suggests that he is not tempted to experiment 

or engage w i th more extreme forms o f voluntary risk taking. Such reflections 

certainly contradicts Lyng's suggestion that ' r isk takers' gradually progress ' toward 

more extreme and varied risks' (1998: 230). I asked Anna i f she believed skydivers 

took safety seriously: 

Every one is pretty safety conscious... ! mean most skydivers have an 

interest in fatal accidents, not because they are particularly morbid, but 

BASE jumpers acquire subcultural status by having jumped form all four locations (see 
Ferrell 2001). 
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because they want to know exactly what happened in order to learn. I 

and quite a few other people at the drop zone spend a lot o f time 

looking at these forums. The more time you look at them the more you 

learn and the more safety conscious you become. 

This extract suggests a progressive movement towards safety rather than increasing 

risks. I asked Andrew i f he was tempted to push himself ' in more ways that might be 

more dangerous': 

Not particularly, in fact pretty much the reverse. The more experienced 

I get the more potential problems I know about. I spend a fair ly 

significant amount o f time reading incident forums and gearing rigging 

and safety and training and this k ind o f stuf f and you get to see all the 

mistakes that other people have made and things to look out for and I 

would definitely say that it has made me a lot more cautious about 

what I do and it gives me a whole new list o f extra things to check 

before I do a jump. 

Andrew, l ike all my informants, emphasised the importance o f safety. Andrew was 

not interested in taking unnecessary risks and spent a considerable amount o f t ime 

learning how to reduce rather than increase the dangers. Stewart explained his 

ritualised ' ten point check' that he would strictly fo l low before each jump: 

There's a specific ten point check I do when I 'm wearing the 

equipment. And I typically do that when I've just put the equipment 
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on. Then when ľ m in the flight line Г11 get somebody else to check me 

out. Then I ' l l check myself again. Af ter I've got in the plane when I 

get to roughly a 1000ft, I check myself again and when we get to about 

10,000ft, when people start moving around putting their goggles and 

helmets on and this k ind o f տաքք, I ' l l do another fu l l check on myself. 

There's also an additional set o f checks that I do on mysel f before I put 

it on. There are quite a few things that you can't check when you have 

put the equipment on. When I have the equipment on Г11 check that the 

main p in , that can become dislodged i f you're leaning against 

something or whatever, i t can push the p in out and i f the pin comes out 

prematoe ly , i t can be a serious siณation so quite often, the way I pack 

it, I can feel w i th my thumb exactly where the p in is and so just my 

putt ing my hand behind my back and feeling I can tel l i f i t 's about to 

come out or not, and i f I 'm uncertain I can get someone else to check it 

for me. A n d then I wou ld generally sort o f touch my handles again and 

make sure where everything was, I can feel where my toggle is, i t 's not 

slipped inside the pouch or anything. And that I can feel my reserve 

handles are where I expect them to be. 

6.8 I r responsible Risks 

According to Lyng and Snow, skydiving offers the opportunity for individuals to get 

as close to the edge as possible: 

Jumping under the influence o f drugs.. . jumping into landing areas that are 

geographically restricted, deploying one's canopy at a low altitude are all 
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examp les o f h o w the i n d i v i d u a l j u m p e r has the o p p o r t u n i t y to m o v e 'a l i t t l e 

c lose to the " e d g e " ' ( 1986 : 169). 

A l l o f the above examp les we re re fer red to as ' i r respons ib le risks' b y m y i n fo rman ts . 

A d a m i n f o r m e d m e that the m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs do no t t ry to increase the risks b y 

' p u l l i n g l o w ' , ' d o i n g h o o k t u r n s ' and he k n e w no -one w h o t ook drugs to enhance 

the i r exper ience. I n f o r m a n t s ma in ta i ned that they ' w a n t to get to the g r o u n d sa fe ly ' so 

they can ' go up and do i t a g a i n ' . A s Ju l ia stated: 

I w a n t to push m y s e l f to m y ab i l i t y l im i t s . Push and cha l lenge 

m y s e l f . . . b u t to the ac tua l danger l i m i t s t h e y ' r e , t hey ' r e a l ready there 

and I d o n ' t need to push t h e m any fu r ther , I k n o w t hey ' r e there. I d o n ' t 

w a n t to increase t h e m . 

A c c o r d i n g to E m i l y , skyd i ve rs are ' d e f i n i t e l y no t d i c i n g too m u c h w i t h dea th ' 

because ' t h e y ' r e never d o i n g s o m e t h i n g w h i c h is b e y o n d the i r l e v e l . . . 1 m e a n i n some 

w a y s they c o u l d m a k e i t m o r e ex t reme, bu t t hey ' re n o t d o i n g that . T h e y ' r e s t i l l 

p l a y i n g i t sa fe ' . I asked K a r l w h y he w a s n ' t t emp ted to m o v e 'a l i t t l e c loser to the 

e d g e ' : 

W e l l f r a n k l y I w a n t to l i v e , I d o n ' t , y o u k n o w , I d o n ' t w a n t to d ie , I 

d o n ' t w a n t to be i n j u red y o u k n o w and I t h i n k tha t ' s i t , y o u ca l l 

s k y d i v i n g an ex t reme sport and y o u have to ask y o u r s e l f w h a t do y o u 

m e a n b y ex t reme? I ca l l ex t reme p u s h i n g th ings to the l i m i t , some 

peop le say ex t reme spor t is some th i ng tha t ' s on the edge dangerous-
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w i s e y o u k n o w I d o n ' t necessar i ly see that i t is dangerous, I d o n ' t see 

that i t is reck less y o u k n o w . 

T a k i n g drugs w a s ce r ta in l y v i e w e d as reckless and i r respons ib le behav iour . T h e 

majority of my interviewees were 5ифгІ5Єс1 that I even had to ask. I explained that 

p rev ious research had suggested that some skyd ive rs e n j o y e d the cha l lenge o f 

j u m p i n g ' unde r the i n f l uence o f i n t o x i c a t i n g substances ' ( L y n g 1998: 225 ) and that ' I t 

w a s no t u n c o m m o n f o r a g roup o f skyd i ve rs to " b l o w a j o i n t " ' ( L y n g 1998: 2 2 8 ) 

together as they c l i m b e d to a l t iณde . Rather than p r o v i d i n g a ' seduc t i ve w a y to " s tay 

i n the a c t i o n " ' ( L y n g 1998: 2 3 0 ) , I was i n f o r m e d that such b e h a v i o u r w o u l d ensure no 

' a c t i o n ' at a l l . I asked Pau l i f he had k n o w n anyone to use drugs to enhance the 

s k y d i v i n g exper ience: 

I ' v e n o t heard o f a n y t h i n g l i k e that , no I ' ve never heard anyone do that 

at a l l I m e a n drugs and a l c o h o l are a b i g no -no i n s k y d i v i n g y o u k n o w 

and i f I t hough t that anyone was t a k i n g drugs or d r i n k i n g be fo re 

s k y d i v i n g then they ce r ta in l y w o u l d n ' t be o n m y p lane because t h e y ' r e 

a danger to m e as w e l l as themse lves and y o u k n o w w e keep an eye on 

that . W e have a bar b u t i f y o u go and b u y a [ a l c o h o l i c ] d r i n k i n the bar, 

y o u ' l l never get o n the l i s t because the g u y at the bar w i l l m a k e a 

men ta l note. 

I asked Stewar t the same ques t ion : 

I can te l l y o u there are peop le that do smoke w e e d at the d r o p zone. 

I : Rea l l y , w h a t , be fo re they j u m p or i n the p lane or.. 
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O h n o , n o , no t at a l l . I t ' s bas i ca l l y cons idered l i ke i f y o u see anyone or 

i f y o u k n o w that anyone s m o k e d or had been d r i n k i n g or a n y t h i n g i t ' s 

l i k e anyone even i f they l i ke w e e d s m o k i n g themse lves they w i l l say 

get o f f the l i f t [ p lane ] . T h e y d o n ' t w a n t to see y o u h u r t i n g anyone or 

wha tever . B u t I t h i n k I have sort o f heard , I can unders tand w h a t y o u 

m e a n because there 's a f i l m ca l led Fandango. 

I : O h I h a v e n ' t seen that. 

I t ' s an ear ly K e v i n Costner film, bu t there 's th is b i t , I t h i n k i t ' s set, I 

t h i n k i t ' s from the mid֊80'ร or s o m e t h i n g b u t they do [use d r u g s ] , he 

does h is f i r s t static l i ne j u m p . H e gets some s tup id t r a i n i n g and he gets 

o n th is p lane and the p l ane ' s qu i te o b v i o u s l y l i ke a, j u s t a w e e d m o b i l e 

because i t ' s a l l l i ke dressed up i n l i ke o ther co lours o n the ins ide and 

the g u y ' s s m o k i n g a s p l i f f w h i l e he ' s flying i t and s t u f f l i k e tha t and 

speak ing to some o f the o l d b l okes l i k e w h o ' v e been a round a l o n g 

t i m e , they a l w a y s say i t sor t o f , so i t does sort o f r i n g a c h o r d to 

ac tua l l y w h a t i t was l i ke i n the 80，s and stuf f . I t h i n k , o r i t ' s l i ke 

there 's a l o t o f t r u th i n that film and I can sort o f see i t rea l l y f r o m the 

stor ies I hear from o l d t imers , i t does seem l i ke s k y d i v i n g w a s far m o r e 

ex t reme b a c k i n l i k e ear ly 80，s and 7 0 ' s because there we re so f e w 

peop le so they , they d i d e v e r y t h i n g they c o u l d . 
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Here S tewar t p rov ides c r e d i b i l i t y to L y n g ' s research w h i c h was car r ied ou t i n the 

ear ly 1980 ' ร . Never the less , S tewar t be l i eved tha t s k y d i v i n g has n o w b e c o m e far m o r e 

o r ien ta ted a round issues o f safety. A l t h o u g h he k n e w peop le at the d rop zone to 

' s m o k e w e e d ' , j u m p i n g under the i n f l uence o f lega l o r i l l ega l drugs was no t to le ra ted. 

N o t o n l y w o u l d the skyd i ve r p lace he rse l f i n danger , b u t they w o u l d also create 

unnecessary risks f o r everyone else o n the ' l i f t ' . A n o t h e r examp le o f an ' i r respons ib le 

r i s k ' concerns i n d i v i d u a l s w h o j u m p w i t h o u t the A u t o m a t i c A c t i v a t i n g D e v i c e 

( A A D ) . T h e A A D is a mechan ica l o r e lec t ron ic back up sys tem that compares 

amb ien t a i r pressure w i t h the skyd ive rs decent rate. T h e A A D w i l l i n i t i a te the reserve 

d e p l o y m e n t at a p re set he igh t and there fore serves as a ' b a c k u p ' rather than a 

' subs t i tu te f o r a g o o d m a n u a l reserve d r i l l ' ( D o n a l d s o n 2000 : 53) . E v e n d u r i n g the 

i n i t i a l R A P S t r a i n i n g course, รณdents are i n f o r m e d that the A A D shou ld no t be re l i ed 

u p o n . L i k e any o ther p iece o f m a c h i n e r y i t can go w r o n g and shou ld therefore be 

v i e w e d as a l i f e sav ing b a c k up dev ice . I f a s k y d i v e r loses a l t i tude awareness or is 

k n o c k e d unconsc ious d u r i n g free f a l l , the A A D can l i t e ra l l y save peop les l i ves . O n e 

o f the ins t ruc tors i n f o r m e d m e tha t a w o r l d c h a m p i o n skyd i ve r w a s k n o c k e d 

unconsc ious b y another s k y d i v e r w h o c o l l i d e d w i t h h i m . I n that case an A A D w o u l d 

have au toma t i ca l l y opened h is reserve and saved h is l i f e . O n l y t w o o f m y i n f o r m a n t s 

j u m p e d w i t h o u t an A A D . B o t h ma in ta i ned that they w o u l d j u m p w i t h an A A D i f they 

c o u l d a f f o r d one. K a r l s t rong ly be l i eved that such i n d i v i d u a l s we re ' i r r espons ib l e ' : 

T h e r e ' s peop le that w o n ' t j u m p w i t h an A A D . T h e m a i n reason o f 

course is cost . B u t to m e tha t ' s i r respons ib le y o u k n o w y o u ' r e p u t t i n g 

y o u r s e l f t o t a l l y at risk and at the m e r c y o f y o u r equ ipmen t , b u t i f 

t h i ngs we re to go w r o n g y o u k n o w , one reason f o r the A A D is , no t 

e v e r y t h i n g is i n y o u r con t ro l . Say i f y o u ' v e go t an inexper ienced 

220 



skyd i ve r w h o smashes in to y o u because o f the i r inexper ience , y o u get 

k i c k e d i n the face and k n o c k e d out , there 's n o t h i n g there to pro tec t 

y o u . Y o u k n o w , there are th ings there to he lp p ro tec t y o u . 

J u m p i n g w i t h o u t an A A D c lea r l y o f f e r s skyd ive rs the o p p o r t u n i t y to increase the r isks 

and m o v e c loser to the edge. H o w e v e r , as I have suggested, the m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs 

do n o t a t tempt to increase the r isks . I ndeed , those f e w i n d i v i d u a l s w h o do take 

unnecessary r i sks we re descr ibed as b e i n g ' i r r espons ib l e ' or s i m p l y ' ร ณ p i ď fo r no t 

r ecogn i s i ng that ' t h i ngs can and do go w r o n g ' . A s one o f the ins t ruc tors i n f o r m e d 

m e , ' i m a g i n e b e i n g smashed in to at 150 or 2 0 0 m p h . I f y o u d i d n ' t have an A A D 

y o u ' r e bas ica l l y dead . . M y i n f o r m a n t s a c k n o w l e d g e d that some risks we re b e y o n d 

the i r a b i l i t y to manage and con t ro l . A s the f o l l o w i n g quote suggests, the A A D is 

p r o v i d e s an essent ia l back up , a 'sa fe ty ne t ' f o r c i rcumstances b e y o n d the i r c o n t r o l : 

I f I cons idered the spor t to be dangerous then I w o u l d no t do i t . I va lue 

m y l i f e . I w a n t to en joy the spor t and I also w a n t a safety net there, a 

b i t o f a b a c k up , because I unders tand that th ings can go w r o n g . 

A n y o n e w h o does a j u m p and t h i nks that n o t h i n g ' s g o i n g to go w r o n g 

s h o u l d n ' t r ea l l y be d o i n g i t i n m y o p i n i o n . 

( A n d r e w ) 

A c c o r d i n g to L y n g (1990 ) skyd ive rs overes t ima te the i r ab i l i t i es to con t ro l risk and are 

there fore the i r ca lcu la t ions are subject to an i l l u s i o n o f con t ro l . D r a w i n g o n the w o r k 

o f L a n g e r ( 1975 ) L y n g exp la ins h o w i n d i v i d u a l s i n pu re chance s i tuat ions usua l l y 

ga in f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the ove ra l l r i s k con tex t and as a consequence the i r con f i dence 

increases. Fo r e x a m p l e L a n g e r ' ร subjects i nco r rec t l y be l i eved that they had a m u c h 

greater i n f l uence ove r lo t ter ies w h e n they we re a l l o w e d to choose the i r o w n persona l 
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numbers . I n other w o r d s they behave as i f they have con t ro l over events that are 

c o m p l e t e l y chance de te rm ined . A l t h o u g h th is ce r ta in l y seems p laus ib le , such an 

examp le is n o t re levant fo r s k y d i v i n g . Expe r i enced skyd ive rs have an accurate idea o f 

t he i r a b i l i t y leve ls and they are under n o i l l u s i o n rega rd ing the risk o f i n j u r y o r death . 

T h i s suggests that L a n g e r ' ร examp les o f i l l u s i o n o f con t ro l do no t necessar i ly app l y to 

h i g h r i sk sports . A l t h o u g h skyd ive rs do g i ve h i g h p r i o r i t y to the d e v e l o p m e n t and use 

o f sk i l l s ( L y n g 1990) , the fact that the m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs j u m p w i t h an A A D 

quest ions the idea that skyd ive rs have an innate su rv i va l capac i ty , and that the i r 

persona l ' s u r v i v a l sk i l l s w i l l u l t i m a t e l y de te rm ine the o u t c o m e ' ( 1990 : 872) . A s I 

have exp la i ned , the A A D is used as a ' b a c k u p ' f o r factors that are n o t be l i eved to be 

w i t h i n the s k y d i v e r ' ร a b i l i t y to c o n t r o l . A l t h o u g h the A A D is n o t r e l i e d u p o n i t is 

v i e w e d as a l i f e sav ing dev i ce fo r un fo reseen c i rcumstances. Such c i rcumstances 

( b e i n g k n o c k e d unconsc ious d u r i n g f ree fa l l b y an inexper ienced s k y d i v e r ) are 

recogn ised t o be b e y o n d the i r con t r o l . 

6.9 Policing the 'Cowboys' 

I f y o u ' r e ca re fu l about w h a t y o u do , have a w e l l ma in ta i ned k i t , there 's 

no rea l reason f o r i t t o be dangerous at a l l , i n fact i t can be e x t r e m e l y 

safe. I t ' s w h e n y o u start t a k i n g unnecessary risks, o r no t l o o k i n g af ter 

y o u r k i t o r d o i n g th ings that are b e y o n d y o u r capab i l i t ies that i t can be 

e x t r e m e l y dangerous. People get dead w h e n they push the l i m i t s . 

( A n d r e w ) 

A s I have suggested, the o v e r w h e l m i n g m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs we re e x t r e m e l y safety 

consc ious . A s a resul t skyd ive rs w o u l d o f t e n c l a i m the i r spor t was асШа І Іу ' sa fe r than 

d r i v i n g to the d rop z o n e ' , and that they we re m o r e l i k e l y to have 'a fa ta l acc ident o n 

the w a y to the d rop zone than ac tua l l y o n i t ' ( S k y d i v e Starter M a g a z i n e 2 0 0 2 : 2 7 ) . 
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A l t h o u g h some respondents c o m m e n t e d o n h o w ce r ta in i n d i v i d u a l s 'are j u s t too 

cau t i ous ' b y j u m p i n g w i t h a canopy that was too large and no t ' p u s h i n g themselves 

e n o u g h ' t he i r m a i n c r i t i c i s m was reserved f o r the m i n o r i t y whose behav iou r was 

inexcusab le . Some in te rv iewees adm i t t ed to k n o w i n g a coup le o f ' c o w b o y s ' w h o 

they b e l i e v e d to v o l u n t a r i l y take 'unnecessary r i s k s ' . A l t h o u g h such unnecessary 

risks d i d n o t i n v o l v e i n ten t i ona l l y p u l l i n g the i r canopy at a l o w a l t i tude or t a k i n g m i n d 

a l t e r i ng c h e m i c a l substances, cu t t i ng other skyd i ve rs up ' i n the a i r ' , flying and 

l a n d i n g i n f r on t o f o ther skyd ive rs , ' b o m b i n g ' f o r m a t i o n s and d o i n g h o o k tu rns are a l l 

e x t r e m e l y dangerous pract ices. A c c o r d i n g to one o f m y ins t ruc tors ' m o s t skyd i ve rs 

are k i l l e d b y i n i t i a t i n g h o o k t u rns ' . T h e f o l l o w i n g quotes e x p l a i n w h y h o o k t u m s we re 

cons idered to be an unnecessary r isk : 

I t i n v o l v e s d o i n g an i n ten t i ona l l o w t u r n to get a l o t o f speed, bu t y o u 

have to j u d g e i t ve ry w e l l so that y o u c o m e ou t o f the ณ r n be fo re y o u 

h i t the g r o u n d and i f y o u get i t w r o n g and y o u ' r e too h i g h , f a i r enough , 

b u t i f y o u get i t w r o n g and y o u ' r e a f e w feet too l o w , y o u ' r e i n ser ious 

t roub le . 

(Steve) 

Some peop le a ren ' t con ten t w i t h j u m p i n g that w i l l get t h e m to the 

g r o u n d sa fe ly , they w a n t t h e m to be speedy and fast and f u n . B u t even 

exper ienced skyd ive rs somet imes m a k e mis takes . I m a k e mis takes , 

eve ryone makes mis takes , and i f y o u t u r n too l o w to the g r o u n d y o u ' r e 

g o i n g to d ie i f y o u reach the g r o u n d at ser ious speeds. A t seventy, 

e i gh t y , n i ne t y m i l e an hour , y o u ' r e g o i n g to be k i l l e d . 

(Pau l ) 
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T h e r e ' s a coup le o f regulars w h o the o ther regulars c r inge a b i t w h e n 

they see t h e m c o m i n g i n to l and , they tend to do l o w h o o k ณ m s , w h i c h 

is one o f the w a y s y o u can qu i te eas i ly k i l l y o u r s e l f i f y o u get i t w r o n g . 

W h e n y o u ' r e c o m i n g i n to land there are k i n d o f three i m p o r t a n t th ings 

to focus on . O n e is finding a n ice c lear p lace to land . The second is 

l a n d i n g in to w i n d rather than d o w n w i n d . The t h i r d is h a v i n g the 

canopy l eve l . O f those l a n d i n g i n to w i n d is the least impo r tan t , h a v i n g 

a c lear space is p r o b a b l y the m o s t impo r t an t , bu t p r o b a b l y equa l l y 

i m p o r t a n t is h a v i n g the canopy l eve l . I f y o u ' r e t u r n i n g , e r m , as y o u 

c o m e in to l a n d a l l sorts o f th ings can happen. Bas i ca l l y i f peop le get 

h o o k ณ m s w r o n g w h a t tends to happen is that they p u l l up at the last 

m o m e n t and get s l a m m e d in to the g r o u n d rea l l y , r ea l l y ha rd . 

( A n d r e w ) 

Success fu l l y execu t i ng a h o o k tu rn i nvo l ves s k i l f u l j u d g e m e n t and one o f m y 

i n f o r m a n t s c l a i m e d that he w o u l d l i k e to ' p u l l i t o f f because i t ' l o o k e d c o o ľ . 

H o w e v e r , as even exper ienced skyd ive rs occas iona l l y m a k e mis takes , mos t o f m y 

i n f o r m a n t s dec ided that i t w a s an unnecessary r i sk , a r i s k they we re no t p repared to 

under take . D e a t h o r at least ser ious i n j u r y are rea l is t ic consequences o f a m i s j u d g e d 

h o o k t u rn . B u t u n l i k e some risks, the devas ta t ing consequences o f an unsuccessfu l 

h o o k tu rn o n l y e f f ec t the i n d i v i d u a l u n d e r t a k i n g the manoeuv re . I t is cons idered to be 

an i n d i v i d u a l act s ince i t does no t p lace anyone else i n danger. The i n f o r m a n t s 

expressed fa r m o r e conce rn rega rd ing those whose act ions sub jec ted others to 

unnecessary danger : 
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There are one or t w o peop le w h o I t h i n k need to be b rough t d o w n to 

ear th a l i t t le b i t . T h e y are a l i t t le b i t above the i r s ta t ion , bu t then aga in I 

d o n ' t t h i n k I shou ld be j u d g i n g t h e m because they are m o r e 

exper ienced than me . B u t I have m e n t i o n e d th is to m o r e exper ienced 

skyd i ve rs and they have said n o , y o u k n o w w e fee l the same about 

these cer ta in i n d i v i d u a l s , *cos there a coup le o f peop le here w h o I 

w o u l d no t j u m p w i t h , and i f t hey asked m e I w o u l d have to say no 

thanks. I t ' s the w a y they are i n the air. I f t h ings go w r o n g th ings go 

w r o n g b u t I d o n ' t w a n t someone p u t t i n g m e in to a p o s i t i o n whe re 

th ings d i d n ' t have to go w r o n g . I d o n ' t w a n t anyone w h o c a n ' t con t ro l 

the i r flight t h r o u g h the a i r and c o m e c rash ing in to m e . I k n o w i t can 

happen , and somet imes i t is unavo idab le , b u t there are a coup le o f 

peop le here w h o have go t no rea l con t ro l w h i l e t h e y ' r e up there and 

that scares m e . The re was a s i tua t ion a coup le o f weeks ago whe re 

someone dec ided that i t w o u l d be f u n n y to fly r i g h t i n f r o n t o f 

somebody else, and I d o n ' t w a n t a n y b o d y to do that to m e . I t can be 

rea l l y dangerous and i t ' s that k i n d o f i r r espons ib i l i t y that I ' m no t to 

k e e n o n . Y o u k n o w , K e i t h was a w a y and I d o n ' t t h i n k i t was repor ted . 

I f K e i t h was here he w o u l d be g rounded . 

( K a r l ) 

C l e a r l y there are b o t h f o r m a l and i n f o r m a l mechan i sms at w o r k here. I f the C C I 

d i r ec t l y observed any dangerous behav iou r such as b o m b i n g f o rma t i ons or 

i n t e n t i o n a l l y flying i n f r on t o f another s k y d i v e r they w o u l d be g rounded . Such 

behav iou r w a s no t to le ra ted , as the C C I i n f o r m e d m e ' w e d o n ' t w a n t any unnecessary 

acc idents h e r ๙ . B u t i f the C C I fa i l ed to no t i ce ' i r r espons ib le b e h a v i o u r ' , act ions were 
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genera l l y no t repor ted . I n such s iณat ions o ther i n f o r m a l mechan isms were e m p l o y e d 

b y the skyd ive rs . Skyd i ve rs w o u l d casua l ly i n f o r m the accused i n d i v i d u a l that they 

w e r e not p repared to j u m p w i t h t hem. 

Y o u k n o w peop le w h o a ren ' t as safety consc ious as they shou ld be , 

y o u k n o w , peop le do s tup id th ings . S tup id th ings i n the a i r y o u k n o w , 

some peop le are dangerous, there 's one guy w h o I ' l l never j u m p w i t h 

aga in and he k n o w s that. I said I ' m n o t j u m p i n g w i t h y o u any m o r e , 

y o u ' r e n o t c o m i n g near m e because y o u ' r e dangerous and I w a s n ' t the 

o n l y pe rson w h o sa id that to h i m . H e was dangerous i n f ree fa l l y o u 

k n o w , y o u go ou t and he te l ls everyone he ' s a g o o d free flyer and 

e v e r y t h i n g and y o u k n o w he was d o i n g a f o r m a t i o n one day and 

dec ided tha t he w a s n ' t p u l l i n g h is w e i g h t and he dec ided to j u s t b o m b 

f o r the f o r m a t i o n , j u s t fly y o u k n o w and ripped i t apar t y o u k n o w . 

T h a t ' s no t safe, peop le ' s safety is at s take, y o u d o n ' t w a n t someone 

reckless l i k e that a round y o u . H e ' s dangerous under canopy as w e l l 

y o u k n o w he wan ts to j u m p canopies that are too s m a l l , t oo fast f o r 

h i m . A n d he does ร ณ p i d th ings under canopy and y o u k n o w , the w a y 

he turns and p ra t i ng a round o n the w a y i n [ to l and ] y o u k n o w . Just 

b e i n g an i d i o t and y o u k n o w he ' s been k n o w n to sort o f get i t w r o n g 

wha teve r b u t he ' s w a l k e d a w a y w e l l y o u k n o w , one day he w o n ' t . 

( K a r l ) 

O t h e r i n f o r m a n t s also a d m i t t e d that t hey have re f i i sed to j u m p w i t h cer ta in 

i nd i v i dua l s . T h e y we re descr ibed as ' a r rogan t ' and ' s t u p i d ' f o r ' j u m p i n g w i t h a 

canopy w h i c h is fa r too s m a l l ' and w h o ' d o e s n ' t have the exper ience to hand le i t ' . 
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O n e o f m y ins t ruc tors i n f o r m e d m e that he o n l y j u m p e d w i t h peop le he fe l t safe w i t h 

because he ' w a n t e d to do i t a g a i n ' . Ju l ia c l a i m e d that skyd i ve rs ' d i d n ' t have a 

p r o b l e m ' w i t h be ing open and honest b y say ing ' so r r y ma te , I d o n ' t t h i n k y o u ' r e safe 

to j u m p w i t h . I t h i n k y o u cu t peop le up under canopy and I d o n ' t t rust y o u ' . S tewar t 

w a s c o n v i n c e d that such techn iques had pos i t i ve e f fec ts o n the accused behav iou r : 

T h e r e ' s one g u y d o w n there, n o w , he ' s go t a b i t o f a bet ter repu ta t ion 

fo r h i m s e l f because peop le sa id , no , w e ' r e no t j u m p i n g w i t h y o u , and 

a l o t o f peop le said that to h i m and n o w he 's s ta r t ing to t h i n k right, 

w e l l I ' m no t g o i n g to be able to j u m p at th is rate, I ' m g o i n g to have to 

start s w i t c h i n g o n . A n d h e ' s sort o f , he ' s sw i t ched o n a b i t m o r e so he 

can car ry o n [ j u m p i n g ] . 

H u n t ' s research on deep sea d ivers also f o u n d that those i n d i v i d u a l s w h o t ook 

unnecessary risks rece ived negat ive sanct ions and o f t en became subject to ridicule. 

D i v e r s w h o v i o l a t e d the cu l t u ra l cons t ruc t ions o f n o r m a l r i s k we re l abe l l ed as 

'assho les ' and 'acc idents w a i t i n g to h a p p e n ' ( H u n t 1995: 4 5 2 ) . I n a s im i l a r w a y to 

H u n t ' s d i ve rs , skyd i ve rs w h o were seen as i r respons ib le w e r e also sub jected to 

r u m o u r and gossip. Never the less , as I have demons t ra ted , skyd i ve rs w o u l d also 

e x p l a i n exac t l y w h y they re fused to j u m p w i t h t h e m . B o t h f o r m a l and i n f o r m a l 

mechan i sms served to rest r ic t such ac t i v i t i es , espec ia l l y w h e n i n d i v i d u a l behav iou r 

endangered o ther skyd i ve rs . W h e t h e r o r no t such mechan isms are successfu l , t hey do 

emphas ise h o w the boundar ies o f acceptable and unacceptab le cons t ruc t ions o f risk 

are learned and negot ia ted t h roughou t the skyd ive rs career. 
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6.10 Conclusion 

H i g h risk sports are no t f o r the fa in t hear ted (Pa lmer 2 0 0 2 ) and s k y d i v i n g p rov ides an 

exper ience that goes b e y o n d the usua l eve ryday ac t i v i t ies o f the recreat ion is t 

( L i p s c o m b e 1999) . The i n i t i a l fear and anx ie t y o f j u m p i n g is soon t r ans fo rmed in to an 

e m o t i o n that is p o s i t i v e l y ' e m b r a c e d ' and ' u s e d ' . A s i gn i f i can t t u r n i n g p o i n t i n the 

s k y d i v e r ' ร m o r a l career i n v o l v e s l ea rn i ng h o w to p o s i t i v e l y use fear and accept risk. 

Rather than be ing s t r ipped a w a y from the ac t i v i t y , the poss i b i l i t y o f death and ser ious 

i n j u r y are part o f the r i sk tha t par t ic ipants k n o w i n g l y under take ( L i p s c o m b e 1998) 

and skyd ive rs have deve loped spec i f i c p rocedura l responses to the va r ious 

con t ingenc ies that m a y occur . Rather than b e i n g den ied , the p o s s i b i l i t y o f death ' i s 

w h a t g ives p o w e r to the exper ience. W i t h o u t the f e e l i n g o f r i s k - t a k i n g , the 

u n d e r t a k i n g w o u l d g i ve ne i the r the en j oymen t , no r have such an e f f ec t o n persona l 

l i f e ' ( L e B r e t o n , 2 0 0 0 : 8) . I ndeed , r i sk is unders tood as a pos i t i ve feature o f the 

ac t i v i t y ( L y n g 1990 ; M i t c h e l l 1983) . T h e f o l l o w i n g t w o quotes are pa r t i cu la r l y 

r evea l i ng i n th is respect: 

T o m e risk is part o f l i v i n g , i f there was no risk i n i t , y o u c a n ' t w r a p 

y o u r s e l f u p i n co t t on w o o l and si t i ndoors or y o u w o u l d n ' t be l i v i n g , 

y o u ' v e got to go ou t and take r isks and s tuf f . 

(Ju l ia ) 

I t h i n k tha t w e are w a y too r i sk averse. Y o u k n o w the w a y tha t 

c h i l d r e n seem to be unab le to w a l k o r c y c l e to schoo l n o w , whereas I 

used to cyc le to schoo l . So yeah , I t h i n k i t ' s a te r r ib le t h i n g . People l i ve 

v e r y she l tered l i ves . I t seems to m e to be a lmos t i n h u m a n . W e ' r e n o t 

des igned to be l i k e that. W e ' r e des igned to be risk takers, i t ' s 
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s o m e t h i n g that w e shou ld do , and to t ry to e l im ina te that is te r r ib le I 

t h i n k . A n d I t h i n k that m a y b e the reac t ion to that w h i c h w e ' r e seeing is 

that peop le are seek ing ou t the i r r i sks e lsewhere because t h e y ' r e b e i n g 

e l i m i n a t e d f r o m t h e m i n the i r eve ryday l i ves . One reason w h y peop le 

c o u l d be t a k i n g up sports such as s k y d i v i n g is to exper ience those 

risks. 

(Steve) 

A g a i n s t the d o m i n a n t d iscourses o n risk that po r t ray i t as negat ive there also exists a 

coun te r d iscourse i n w h i c h r i sk t a k i n g is represented far m o r e pos i t i ve l y . L i f e w i t h o u t 

risk w o u l d be ' n o l i f e at a l ľ . W i t h o u t risk, l i f e w o u l d be i n to l e rab l y res t r i c ted , unab le 

to o f f e r e n o u g h cha l lenges f o r the i n d i v i d u a l to o v e r c o m e . T h i s coun te r d iscourse 

represents r i s k t a k i n g as a des i rab le and p leasurable techn ique f o r enhanc ing the 

o v e r a l l exper ience that l i f e has to o f fe r . A n a l y s i n g m y i n t e r v i e w data I became 

inc reas ing l y aware h o w skyd ive rs v i e w e d the r i s k o f death to be an e x c i t i n g cha l lenge 

to be managed and c o n t r o l l e d t h r o u g h the i r o w n i n d i v i d u a l capac i t ies . A s I have 

demons t ra ted , no t ions o f con t ro l are v i t a l l y impo r t an t f o r skyd ive rs . A l l be l i eved they 

w e r e capable o f m a n a g i n g the con tex t i n w h i c h they p e r f o r m , w i t h m o s t l eav ing w h a t 

they b e l i e v e d to be a c o m f o r t a b l e m a r g i n be tween ' c o n t r o l l a b l e ' and ' u n c o n t r o l l a b l e ' 

risks. U n c o n t r o l l a b l e r i sks we re a c k n o w l e d g e d to be b e y o n d the i r o w n persona l 

capab i l i t i es . N o t o n l y d o such findings shed some ' c r i t i ca l l i gh t on the s t rong present -

day focus o n risk avo idance ' (Fe r re l l , M i l o v a n o v i s and L y n g , 2 0 0 2 : 180) , b u t they 

a lso h i g h l i g h t h o w risk ep is temo log ies are b o u n d to spec i f i c soc ia l cu l t u ra l con tex ts i n 

w h i c h they are generated ( L u p t o n 1999b) . H u n t ( 1995 ) has suggested that 

exp lo ra t i ons o f ex t reme p h e n o m e n o n such as deep sea d i v i n g and s k y d i v i n g can 

i l l u m i n a t e h o w r i sk i t s e l f is soc ia l l y cons t ruc ted . A s E w a l d has suggested: ' N o t h i n g is 

229 



a risk i n i tse l f ; there is no r i s k in rea l i t y . B u t on the other hand , a n y t h i n g can be a risk; 

i t a l l depends o n h o w one analyzes the danger , cons iders the even t ' ( 1 9 9 1 : 199， 

o r i g i n a l emphas is ) . Rather than b e i n g v i e w e d as an ob jec t i ve or stat ic phenomena that 

can be d e t e r m i n e d b y observa t ion , th is research has demons t ra ted h o w r isks are 

r o u t i n e l y cons t ruc ted . I nd i v i dua l s ou ts ide the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y m a y perce ive 

s k y d i v i n g to be a se l f ish and i r respons ib le pursu i t , w h i l s t the m o r a l career o f 

skyd i ve rs c lea r l y i n vo l ves the n o r m a l i s a t i o n o f such risks and redef ines t h e m as 

acceptable and even p leasurable. A n o t h e r t u r n i n g p o i n t i n the s k y d i v e r ' s m o r a l career 

i n v o l v e s r e c o g n i s i n g the d i f f e rence be tween w h a t they cons ider to be respons ib le and 

i r respons ib le risks. The lat ter are sub jected to b o t h f o r m a l and i n f o r m a l sanct ions and 

h i g h l i g h t h o w r i s k is a cons tan t l y m o d i f i e d and c o l l e c t i v e l y nego t ia ted const ruct . A s 

D o u g l a s (1992 ) notes, rather than b e i n g v i e w e d as the p roduc ts o f i n d i v i d u a l 

k n o w l e d g e , percep t ions o f r i s k are shared and serve to m a i n t a i n s y m b o l i c boundar ies 

w i t h i n a pa r t i cu la r c o m m u n i t y . I n o rder to cons ider the impor tance o f g roup 

m e m b e r s h i p the nex t chapter w i l l focus on issues conce rn ing ' i d e n t i t y ' and the sense 

o f ' c o m m u n i t a s ' (Tu rne r 1976) that emanates from shared exper iences. 
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'one': Identity, Trust and 
Communitas 

7.1 Introduction 

A c c o r d i n g to L y m a n and Scot t , we are cons tan t l y f a c i n g quest ions o f h o w w e t h i n k o f 

ourse lves and search ing f o r oppor tun i t i es to ' f o r g e new iden t i t i es ' ( 1989 : 53 ) . A s 

Schou ten and M c A l e x a n d e r (1995) m a i n t a i n , the ac t i v i t ies and associated 

іп ЇЄфег80па1 re la t ionsh ips that peop le v o l u n t a r i l y under take i n o rder to g i ve the i r 

l i ves m e a n i n g are the mos t p o w e r f u l fo rces i n m o d e m l i f e . Such endeavours are not 

usua l l y rea l ised i n the o f f i c e cub i c l e , assembly l i ne o r l oca l shopp ing m a l l (see Fer re l l 

2 0 0 5 ) b u t are i nc reas ing ly f o u n d a w a y f r o m the re lent less demands and dreary 

const ra in ts o f eve r yday l i f e ( C o h e n and T a y l o r 1993) . I ndeed , to escape the a l i ena t i ng 

rou t ines o f w o r k , h o m e and f a m i l y l i f e i n d i v i d u a l s are inc reas ing ly seek ing ' w a y s o f 

l i v i n g that i n v o l v e t h e m i n s i tuat ions w h e r e they f i n d they can be c loser to some 

p r i m a r y and basic m o d e o f l i f e ' whe re they ' m a y find i n d i v i d u a l i t y , exc i tement , 

flexibility and f r e e d o m ( N e u m a n n 1992 : 86) . A s G u b r i u m and H o l s t e i n have 

suggested, i t is o n l y i n such ' h i d e a w a y s o f exper ience ' that i n d i v i d u a l s can ՝sus ta in a 

genu ine sense o f b e i n g w h o and w h a t i t i s ' ( 2000 : 97 ) . B y d r a w i n g o n m y f i e l d w o r k 

and i n t e r v i e w data th is chapter w i l l e xam ine the va r ious w a y s i n w h i c h i den t i t y is 

f o rged b y p a r t i c i p a t i n g i n s k y d i v i n g , an ac t i v i t y that p rov ides the o p p o r t u n i t y to 

cons t ruc t , enact and negot ia te a n e w i den t i t y (Ce ls i et a l . 1993; D o u g l a s and Johnston 

1977) . A l t h o u g h b o t h specu la t ive and e m p i r i c a l s tudies ' m a k e rad i ca l l y d i f f e r e n t 

c l a i m s o f w h a t i den t i t y i s ' ( W i l l i a m s 2 0 0 0 : 3)， th is chapter w i l l l a rge l y focus o n ' se l f -

i d e n t i t y ' as an i n d i v i d u a l ' s unders tand ing o f the i r o w n sel f , a lbe i t k n o w n in ways that 
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are a f f o rded b y co l l e c t i ve cu l tu ra l resources and cha l lenged b y the soc ia l w o r l d (see 

Fontana 1984) . B y cons ide r i ng a range o f examp les from m y research I w i l l e xam ine 

issues s u r r o u n d i n g the cons t ruc t i on o f a des i rab le i den t i t y , the impor tance o f t rust and 

h o w a p o w e r f u l sense o f c o m m u n i t a s (Tu rne r 1969) emerges be tween the regu lar 

sky d i vers. F i n a l l y I w i l l cons ider h o w a recent h i g h p r o f i l e s k y d i v i n g fa ta l i t y a f fec ted 

the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y i n o rder to h i g h l i g h t the s t rong b o n d that ex is ts be tween 

skyd ive rs and to revea l w h a t is usua l l y t aken - fo r -g ran ted b y the skyd ive rs themselves. 

7,2 The Players 

Whereas cer ta in i n d i v i d u a l s m a y o n l y v i s i t the d rop zone f o r one ' s p e c i a l ' occas ion 

(espec ia l l y the spectators and t andem รณdents) others ( A F F and c o m m i t t e d static l i ne 

รณdents, skyd i ve rs a n d m e m b e r s o f s ta f f ) a t tended the premises o n a regu lar basis. 

Ra ther than b e i n g an u n f a m i l i a r e n v i r o n m e n t , the ins t ruc tors and skyd ive rs that I 

i n t e r v i e w e d o f t e n descr ibed the d rop zone a c o m f o r t a b l e ' second h o m e ' and adm i t t ed 

to b e i n g o n the p remises mos t weekends and occas iona l l y d u r i n g the week . E v e n i f 

the weather cond i t i ons res t r ic ted the poss ib i l i t y o f j u m p i n g , skyd i ve rs s t i l l en joyed the 

chance to soc ia l i ze w i t h one another, pa t i en t l y w a i t i n g f o r the weather to change so 

they c o u l d seize eve ry o p p o r t u n i t y to ' ge t o n a l i f t ' . L i k e several o ther skyd i ve rs , one 

o f m y in te rv iewees even had h is o w n caravan at the d r o p zone. A s i d e f r o m o b v i o u s 

issues o f conven ience , S tewar t c l a i m e d that h a v i n g h is ca ravan o n ' s i t e ' had 

p s y c h o l o g i c a l benef i t s : ' T h e r e ' s n o t h i n g l i k e w a k i n g up to the sme l l o f a v i a t i o n fue l 

i n the m o r n i n g . Y o u j u s t k n o w y o u ' r e g o i n g to have a g o o d d a y . ' F o r such i n d i v i d u a l s 

s k y d i v i n g is p o s i t i v e l y descr ibed as a ' w a y o f l i f e ' (S tebb ins 1979) . I t is an ac t i v i t y 

that makes an i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n to the i r o w n soc ia l i den t i t y and a f fec ts h o w they 

v i e w others and h o w others v i e w t h e m . A g o o d examp le o f h o w skyd i ve rs 
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d i f f e ren t i a ted themse lves occu r red w h i l s t I was obse rv i ng a t a n d e m student p repa r i ng 

to l and . Some o f the spectators cheered as the student f r an t i ca l l y w a v e d and p r o u d l y 

shouted '1 d i d i t . ' I t hen heard one o f the skyd i ve rs b e l i t t l i n g h is ach ievement : ' I d o n ' t 

k n o w w h a t t hey ' re a l l cheer ing fo r . H e d i d n ' t ac tua l l y do a n y t h i n g ' . E v e n t h o u g h th is 

pa r t i cu la r s tudent m a y have been excep t i ona l l y f ea r fu l o f he ights o r even p lanes and 

c lea r l y b e l i e v e d that j u m p i n g ou t o f a p lane at 13 ,000f t was a persona l ach ievement , 

the skyd i ve rs d i d n o t be l ieve that the student had ach ieved a n y t h i n g pa r t i cu la r l y 

s ign i f i can t . A s I d iscussed i n chapter s ix , one o f the m a i n a t t rac t ions o f s k y d i v i n g is 

h a v i n g c o n t r o l , and b e i n g respons ib le f o r m a k i n g l i f e th rea ten ing dec is ions. A t andem 

รณdent escapes such respons ib i l i t y as they are m e r e l y ' s t rapped to an ins t ruc to r ' . I f 

a n y t h i n g u n t o w a r d does occur d u r i n g the descent, i t is the ins t ruc to r rather than the 

รณdent w h o bears f u l l r espons ib i l i t y f o r any l i f e sav ing dec is ions. Skyd i ve rs c lear l y 

d i f f e ren t i a ted themse lves f r o m the tandem รณdents. One o f the ins t ruc tors at the 

centre was p a r t i c u l a r l y c r i t i ca l o f peop le ' s m o t i v a t i o n s fo r dec i d i ng to do a t a n d e m 

j u m p . H e m a i n t a i n e d that m a n y t a n d e m students fit i n to the ' t r i p l e F， (Fat , Fema le , 

and ove r F o r t y ) ca tegory : 

I n j u r i es usua l l y happen to the t r i p le F，s because t hey ' r e no t as a ler t and 

t h e y ' r e usua l l y un f i t . T h e y d o n ' t take i t ser ious ly enough . I n th is 

c o u n t r y w e have the phenomena o f char i t y j u m p e r s , no o ther c o u n t r y 

has i t . T h e y are j u m p i n g because a re la t i ve has cancer, o r someone 

t hey k n o w is a f fec ted b y s o m e t h i n g they c a n ' t do a n y t h i n g about . 

T h e y ' r e n o t j u m p i n g f o r the sensat ion o f d o i n g a parachute j u m p . 

T h e y ' r e j u m p i n g to raise m o n e y . T h a t ' s the w r o n g reason. 

( M i c h a e l ) 
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F o r the i n d i v i d u a l w h o has dec ided to do a t a n d e m j u m p , s k y d i v i n g is n o t an ac t i v i t y 

tha t s i g n i f i c a n t l y a f fec ts the i r soc ia l i den t i t y . I t is a o n e - o f f cha l lenge, and a chance to 

raise m o n e y f o r a pa r t i cu la r char i ty . O n the other hand , the dec i s ion to become a 

s k y d i v e r i n v o l v e s a ser ious financial c o m m i t m e n t and a d is t inc t poss i b i l i t y o f 

a c c u m u l a t i n g cons iderab le debt. A s A d a m stated, ' T h a t ' ร w h a t the p las t i c ' s [c red i t 

ca rd ] f o r ' . M a n y o f the skyd ive rs I t a l k e d to d u r i n g the course o f m y research seemed 

p r o u d to revea l h o w m u c h m o n e y they inves ted i n the sport . C o m m e n t s such as ' i f 

y o u take up s k y d i v i n g , m a k e sure y o u ' v e got a g o o d j o b . T h i s is an expens ive spor t ' 

and ' I f m y parents k n e w h o w m u c h m o n e y I had spent o n th is t h e y ' d freak' we re n o t 

u n c o m m o n . A coup le o f days af ter I had i n t e r v i e w e d A n d r e w he approached m e j u s t 

a f te r I h a d c o m p l e t e d m y rev i s i on t r a i n i ng : '1 f o r g o t to t e l l y o u the o ther day. T h e 

rea l l y dangerous t h i n g abou t s k y d i v i n g is the a m o u n t o f m o n e y y o u spend. I checked 

m y b a n k ba lance the o ther day, I ' ve spent over three thousand pounds th is year 

a l ready ' . W h e n I asked h o w that was poss ib le he i n f o r m e d m e that he had to b u y a 

second h a n d k i t ' and a n e w j u m p suit . T h e rest o f the m o n e y w a s spent o n 

occas iona l l y t r a v e l l i n g to other d r o p zones, together w i t h an u n c o m p r o m i s i n g 

c o m m i t m e n t to j u m p i n g at the weekends . A l t h o u g h A n d r e w i n i t i a l l y t hough t tha t 

j u m p i n g o u t o f a p lane w o u l d be a o n e - o f f exper ience , l i k e a l l o f m y exper ienced 

i n f o r m a n t s , he w a s n o w keen to demonst ra te h is n e w soc ia l i den t i t y as a skyd ive r . 

A n d r e w w a s n o w p l a y i n g a ro le that he had never even conce i ved o f p l a y i n g (Strauss 

1969) and h a d success fu l l y in te rna l i sed the s k y d i v i n g ethos. C o n t i n u e d p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

i n a ' h i g h - r i s k ' spor t can be seen to o f f e r an o p p o r t u n i t y to cons t ruc t a n e w iden t i t y 

1 Students who have graduated from AFF or the Ram Air Progression System usually buy 
second hand equipment. This provides skydivers the freedom to jump when and where they 
like without having to rely on the club'ร kit to become available. It is recommended that 
people buy second hand as opposed to new kits as their needs relating to the size of their 
canopy wi l l change as they become more experienced. It is possible to buy a decent kit with a 
reserve parachute from £700 upwards. 
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( B e l k 1988) as i t p rov ides c lear stages o f p rogress ion (see Can to r et a l . 1986) that the 

รณdent needs to mee t in o rder to become a l i censed skyd ive r . A s I d iscussed i n 

chapter f i v e , the process o f b e c o m i n g a s k y d i v e r is g u i d e d b y c lea r l y de f i ned 

benchmarks and r i tes o f passage. For the neophy te , success fu l l y c o m p l e t i n g the i r f i rs t 

static l i ne j u m p is a cons iderab le ach ievement . A f t e r th is has been ach ieved and 

add i t i ona l ' s ide be ts ' (Becke r 1960) are p laced , the first d u m m y p u l l , f ree f a l l , and 

unstable ex i t are a l l equa l l y impo r t an t benchmarks i n the s k y d i v e r ' s career and are 

o f t e n ce lebrated i n r i tua l i s t i c manner . T h i s w e l l de f i ned con tex t f o r personal change is 

there fore at ta inable w i t h persona l e f f o r t and c o m m i t m e n t . A s Ce ls i et a l . have 

recogn ised , i f an i n d i v i d u a l is enthusiast ic and c o m m i t t e d i t is poss ib le to become a 

skyd i ve r i n a ' l a r g e l y me r i t o r i ous soc ie ty ' ( 1993 : 11). I ndeed , the desire to ach ieve a 

n e w i den t i t y a lso makes an impo r t an t c o n t r i b u t i o n f o r unde rs tand ing the 

de te rm ina t i on o f students to master each stage i n o rder to become a l i censed skyd ive r . 

A s A n n a exp la i ned d u r i n g her i n t e r v i e w : ' I t ' s one o f those th ings that peop le get ve ry , 

ve r y passionate a b o u t ' . 

7.3 Identity Construction 

A l t h o u g h students o n the R A P S course m a y be sponsored b y a cha r i t y f o r the i r first 

j u m p , the R A P S course a lso a l l ows students to progress on to f ree f a l l . U n l i k e the 

t andem รณdents, R A P S students take f u l l r espons ib i l i t y f o r the i r ac t ions from the i r 

f i r s t j u m p . L i k e the A F F , the R A P S course a l l o w s students the o p p o r t u n i t y o f 

b e c o m i n g a l i censed s k y d i v e r w i t h i n a ce r ta in a m o u n t o f j u m p s . A l t h o u g h skyd i ve rs 

p r i v a t e l y re fe r red to static l i ne รณdents as b e i n g 'dopes o n a r o p e ' , they s t i l l 

recogn ised that such students had the ' r i g h t i dea ' about s k y d i v i n g . I ndeed , m a n y o f 

the skyd i ve rs w e r e a lso ' d o p e s ' at an ear l ier stage i n the i r career. A f t e r the i r first 
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j u m p , รณdents dec ide whe the r to re tu rn to the centre to m a k e consecu t i ve j u m p s i n 

order to progress o n to free f a l l . T h i s is an impo r t an t dec is ion . U n l i k e the tandem 

student , and o ther static l i ne รณdents w h o on l y dec ide to do one j u m p , such 

i n d i v i d u a l s are no t in terested i n h a v i n g a o n e - o f f exper ience. A l t h o u g h a o n e - o f f 

exper ience m a y p r o v i d e a sense o f ' b e i n g d i f f e ren t f r o m one ' s eve ryday peers ' (Ce ls i 

et a l . 1993: 11) , i t fa i ls to o f f e r the o p p o r t u n i t y to cons t ruc t a n e w iden t i t y . A l t h o u g h 

the R A P S course does o f f e r such an oppo r t un i t y , some static l i ne students are den ied 

the chance to e x p e r i m e n t w i t h a n e w iden t i t y due to pressure f r o m par tners and f a m i l y 

n o t to take up the sport . O n one occas ion I ta l ked w i t h a static l i ne student ( A n d y ) 

w h i l s t w a i t i n g to start the r e v i s i o n t r a i n i ng . I asked h i m i f he t hough t he w o u l d c o m e 

b a c k to do another j u m p : ' I t depends h o w i t goes today , i f I l i ke i t , t hen yeah , I t h i n k 

I ' l l c o m e back . ' Sudden ly h is w i f e in te rvened ' W h a t ? T h a t ' s no t w h a t w e agreed, y o u 

said to m e that y o u o n l y w a n t e d to do one j u m p . M a k e the m o s t o f today ' cos y o u ' r e 

no t c o m i n g back . ' She then tu rned to m e and exp la i ned that he p r e v i o u s l y agreed o n l y 

to do one j u m p , and that w a s be fo re they we re ma r r i ed . A n d y l o o k e d embarrassed at 

h is w i f e ' s assumpt ion that he was n o w a respons ib le husband. I suggested that 

perhaps she shou ld do a j u m p as w e l l . She d i d n o t take k i n d l y to m y suggest ion: 

' T h e r e ' s no w a y anyone c o u l d get m e up i n that p lane. I t ' s too dangerous ' . I d i d no t 

see A n d y aga in d u r i n g m y f i e l d w o r k , even t h o u g h he en thus ias t i ca l l y descr ibed h is 

first j u m p as an ' a m a z i n g expe r i ence ' . Pressure from c lose f r i ends and f a m i l y was a 

s ign i f i can t fac tor w h i c h a f fec ted some peop le ' s dec i s ion no t to г е Ш т and progress o n 

to s k y d i v i n g . Never the less , other i n d i v i d u a l s we re no t d i scouraged b y o ther peop les ' 

react ions. I asked E m i l y i f anyone w a s pa r t i cu la r l y concerned w i t h her dec i s ion to 

take up s k y d i v i n g : 
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I : I t w o u l d be in te res t ing to k n o w h o w y o u r friends and f a m i l y reacted 

w h e n y o u t o l d t h e m that y o u w e r e t h i n k i n g o f t a k i n g up th is sport . A n d 

y o u r par tner f o r ins tance, I m e a n , was there any resistance there at a l l , 

o r was he genera l l y enthusiast ic? 

Y e a h , yeah , he d i d n ' t w a n t m e to. He d i d n ' t w a n t m e to d ie . H e d i d n ' t 

say d o n ' t do i t o f course, b u t he was concerned. I t h i n k eve ryone c lose 

to m e was concerned , qu i te concerned ac tua l l y . People we re ask ing m e 

have y o u j u m p e d ye t and so o n because there was a l o t o f w i n d at first 

and so I h a d n ' t j u m p e d so tha t was a b i t a n n o y i n g , b u t ac tua l l y w h e n I 

d i d I p h o n e d t h e m and they w e r e l i ke ahh O K , b u t they u m m , they 

we re concerned . M y sister w a s g o i n g to c o m e and w a t c h m e , the first 

t i m e , bu t she d i d n ' t w a n t to because she w o u l d have to b r i n g her k i d s 

and she w a s concerned that some th i ng m i g h t go w r o n g , and her k i d s 

w o u l d see i t . She r e a l l y d i d w o r r y and d i d n ' t w a n t to w a t c h . 

E m i l y ' s f a m i l y and par tner were o b v i o u s l y concerned about her cho ice to take up 

s k y d i v i n g . U n l i k e mos t o the r students, no one came to w a t c h or take pho tog raphs o f 

any o f her j u m p s . B u t ra ther than reassur ing her f a m i l y and par tner that s k y d i v i n g 

m a y n o t be as dangerous as they i m a g i n e d , E m i l y d i d n o t a t t emp t t o change the i r 

be l i e f s about the sport : 

I : D i d y o u t r y to e x p l a i n that w h a t y o u were d o i n g w a s n ' t perhaps 

qu i te as dangerous as they imag ined? 
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N o I d i d n ' t ac tua l l y . I let t h e m . I suppose i n some w a y I l i ke t h e m 

t h i n k i n g that I was d o i n g s o m e t h i n g dangerous , so I k i n d o f let t h e m 

t h i n k tha t . . . T h e y d o n ' t unders tand w h y I do i t and tha t ' s O K . 

I : So y o u l i ke y o u r f a m i l y and f r iends t h i n k i n g that y o u ' r e d o i n g 

some th ing rea l l y dangerous? 

Y e a h , I l i ke i t . I do l i ke i t . 

I : C o u l d y o u e x p l a i n w h y y o u l i k e it? 

I guess because I fee l b rave , i t makeร me fee l that Г т d o i n g s o m e t h i n g 

w h i c h is scary, so I ' m brave . 

N o t i c e h o w E m i l y seems to ac tua l l y encourage rather than co r rec t her f a m i l y ' s 

assumpt ions about s k y d i v i n g . O the r in te rv iewees also c o m m e n t e d o n h o w the i r 

f r i ends though t that they w e r e ' m a d ' and ' c r a z y ' fo r v o l u n t a r i l y j u m p i n g ou t o f a 

p lane . Such assumpt ion are m a d e b y those outs ide the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y as they 

o f t e n be l i eve that there is a p laus ib le co r re la t i on be tween s k y d i v i n g and the risk o f l i f e 

a n d l i m b , a connec t i on that is a lso c o n t i n u o u s l y r e i n fo r ced by the mass m e d i a (see 

Van reusa l and Renson 1982) . B u t such s tereotyp ica l assumpt ions fa i l ed to res t r ic t 

s tudents ' con t i nued pa r t i c i pa t i on . I n fact , as the f o l l o w i n g quotes suggest, the 

assump t i on that they we re ' m a d ' f o r t a k i n g up the spor t was encouraged and 

w e l c o m e d b y m a n y o f the students. 
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M y f r iends j u s t t h i n k ľ m m a d a n y w a y [ laughs] so yeah they j u s t 

expec t m e to do some th i ng o d d . I t h i n k m y parents w o r r y b u t t hey 

d o n ' t rea l l y say a n y t h i n g about i t . I t h i n k they j us t p re fe r no t to k n o พ . 

(Lou i se ) 

T h e y [ f a m i l y ] t h i n k I ' m m a d , b u t they t h i n k I ' m m a d a n y w a y . M y 

m u m cr inges wheneve r she watches , ' C O S I ' ve got v ideos o f m e 

j u m p i n g , y o u k n o w . I t h i n k one o f the first ones that she saw w a s m y 

unstable ex i t whe re I w a s cu r l ed up i n a ba l l and t h r o w n ou t o f the doo r 

and the ins t ruc to r came ou t s t ra ight a f ter m e so he filmed the w h o l e 

t h i n g , y o u k n o w , and j u s t to see me cu r l ed up i n a b a l l w i t h the g r o u n d 

13 ,000 f t b e l o w me . I t doesn ' t c o m e as a տ ս տ ո տ շ to her that I d i d take i t 

up b u t she t h i nks i t ' s c razy. Same w i t h o ther members o f m y f a m i l y . 

M y f r iends j u s t t h i n k that i t ' s an ex tens ion o f o ther th ings that I ' ve 

done and there no t зифг ізес і b u t aga in they t h i n k i t ' s m a d . 

( K a r l ) 

A n d r e w exp la i ned h o w h is f r iends a lso be l i eved that he was m a d and h o w h is father 

even o f f e red h i m m o n e y i f he dec ided no t to j u m p : 

Some o f t h e m [ f r i ends ] t hough t that I ' d lost the p l o t comp le te l y . I ' ve 

go t a v i deo o f m y first j u m p so some o f t hem had seen that and 

though t , g o d , y o u mus t be m a d . Some o f m y f r iends said y o u ' v e go t 

m o r e ba l ls than I have. There seems to be k i n d o f an i r r a t i ona l fear o f 

s k y d i v i n g amongs t m o s t peop le . T h e y t h i n k k i n d o f y o u k n o w , y o u ' r e 

g o i n g to get k i l l e d or wha tever . T o do one j u m p and get a w a y w i t h i t 
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they t h i n k o h yeah , O K , b u t to do another one, w e l l y o u ' r e rea l l y g o i n g 

to get k i l l e d n o w and to do a h u n d r e d w e l l y o u ' r e rea l l y p l a y i n g the 

odds . W h e n I t o l d m y parents they j u s t sa id , no y o u ' r e n o t d o i n g tha t 

and m y dad ac tua l l y o f f e red m e the £100 depos i t , he w o u l d pay m e the 

depos i t b a c k i f I d i t ched the j u m p so I j u s t sa id , no get s t u f f ed , I ' m 

g o i n g to do i t . A n d he said w e l l f a i r enough bu t I d i d n ' t w a n t the fac t 

that y o u had th is m o n e y o n the l i ne to be the reason f o r y o u n o t to 

bo t t l e i t as i t we re . B u t yeah , i t ' s qu i te in te res t ing ac tua l l y , he made m e 

phone h i m b a c k the m i n u t e I landed and he was j us t rea l l y r e l i eved that 

I was O K and he said y o u k n o w , Г т g lad y o u ' v e go t i t ou t o f y o u r 

sys tem, and then I had to t e l l h i m that I had j u s t s igned up fo r another 

j u m p . H e was rea l l y qu i te shocked and then bas ica l l y sa id , O K i f i t is 

bas i ca l l y w h a t y o u w a n t to do , f i ne b u t i f y o u ever start r i d i n g a m o t o r 

b i k e w e w i l l d i s o w n y o u . 

Fo r the n o v i c e รณdent , the f i rs t stage o f i den t i t y cons t ruc t i on concerns the acceptance 

and c o n f i r m a t i o n o f the i r n e w iden t i t y b y those outs ide the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . 

S t ryke r ( 1980 ) has demons t ra ted the impo r tance o f impress ion managemen t i n th is 

process. I n o rder to achieve n e w ro le de f i n i t i ons i nd i v i dua l s w i l l a t tempt to have the i r 

i den t i t y va l i da ted ' b y b e h a v i n g i n ways that e l i c i t v a l i d a t i n g responses f r o m o thers ' 

( 1980 : 6 4 ) . A l t h o u g h the t ra inee 's i n i t i a l a t tempts at cons t ruc t i ng the i r n e w i den t i t y 

are o f t e n p rob lema t i c , as D o n n e l l y and Y o u n g (1988 ) have suggested, the i r 

enthus iast ic m i s i d e n t i f i ca t ions and mis representa t ions are usua l l y accepted because 

they are based o n s te reo typ ica l assumpt ions he ld b y those w i t h no k n o w l e d g e o f 

s k y d i v i n g . A s B r a n n i g a n and M c D o u g a l l have p o i n t e d out , stereotypes no t o n l y e f fec t 
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' o u r percept ions o f w h a t w e be l ieve h i g h - r i s k spor tsmen to be l i ke bu t also w h a t w e 

be l i eve o thers to be l ieve t h e m to be l i k e ' ( 1983 : 4 7 ) . A s the above quo ta t ions 

demons t ra te , the suggest ion tha t skyd ive rs are c o m p l e t e l y ' n u t s ' , ' m a d ' , ' c r a z y ' and 

' d a n g e r o u s ' are encouraged rather than re jec ted b y students. Indeed , such react ìons 

c o n f i r m to the รณdent that they have started to cons t ruc t a n e w iden t i t y . Students 

lea rn to enhance and i d e n t i f y w i t h w h a t they be l ieve to be the i r n e w ro les (see 

Vanreusa l and Renson 1982) . 

A n o t h e r e lement i n the cons t ruc t i on o f the n e w i den t i t y o f skyd i ve r i n v o l v e s changes 

i n v i sua l appearance - i n par t i cu la r , the a d o p t i o n o f pa r t i cu la r sty les o f c l o t h i n g , b o t h 

at and a w a y f r o m the d r o p zone. I n a s im i l a r process descr ibed b y S c a m m o n ' s (1987 ) 

horse t ra iners , the student w i l l start to accumu la te spec ia l ised possessions to 

demonst ra te the i r i nc reas ing c o m m i t m e n t to the sport . D u r i n g m y f i e l d w o r k , t w o 

students o n m y r e v i s i o n t r a i n i n g w o r e tee shir ts w i t h the f o l l o w i n g logos - FEAR IS 

IN THE EYE OF THE BEHOLDER (DON'T LET IT BE YOU) and FCUK THE 

PLANE rVE GOT A CHUTE. E v e n t h o u g h b o t h students had o n l y made several 

j u m p s , they had a l ready purchased v i sua l i nd ica to rs to demonst ra te the i r c o m m i t m e n t . 

U n l i k e the regu la r skyd i ve rs , students do no t have a large ar ray o f ' i d e n t i t y m a r k e r s ' 

(a l t imete r , parachute , he lme t and other persona l i sed equ ipmen t ) to p r o v i d e the 

appropr ia te v i sua l d isp lays . Never the less , one resource fu l รณdent was pa r t i cu la r l y 

k e e n to s h o w m e h is n e w ' s k e l e t o n ' j u m p suit^, and pa i r o f s k y d i v i n g g loves . 

A l t h o u g h such d isp lays m a y ind ica te the i r c o m m i t m e n t (and even t h o u g h the i r 

i den t i t y m a y have been accepted b y those outs ide the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y ) h a v i n g 

the i r n e w i den t i t y c o n f i r m e d b y o ther skyd i ve rs had ye t to be ach ieved . A s Stone has 

The majority of students wore all blue jump suits provided by the centre. 
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suggested, o n ๙ s i den t i t y o n l y becomes 'es tab l i shed w h e n others place h i m [s i c ] as a 

soc ia l ob jec t b y ass ign ing to h i m the same w o r d s o f i den t i t y that he appropr ia tes f o r 

h i m s e l f o r announces ( 1970 : 399 ) . The mos t va lued other i n th is respect are the 

regu la r skyd i ve rs at the d rop zone. 

7,4 Telling Stories 

T h r o u g h a va r i e t y o f techn iques the student w i l l b e g i n to a l ter and m o d e l (see 

D o n n e l l y and Y o u n g 1998; Schou ten and M c A l e x a n d e r 1995) the i r behav iou r to 

c o n f o r m w i t h o ther skyd ive rs at the centre. A s i d e from v i sua l d isp lays or s i gn i f i can t 

' m a r k e r s ' ( G o f f m a n 1963) such as w e a r i n g s k y d i v i n g tee shir ts and b e i n g seen 

read ing s k y d i v i n g magaz ines , รณdents ' top ics o f conversa t ion , general manne r i sms 

and a t t iณdes are also a f fec ted . A g a i n , due to the i r l a c k o f exper ience ear ly a t tempts at 

m o d e l l i n g are o f t en inaccurate as the i r concep t o f a s k y d i v e r rema ins s tereotyp ica l 

( I r w i n 1973) . Fo r examp le , d u r i n g the ear l y stages o f the skyd ive rs career รณdents are 

k e e n to re in fo rce the ' dange rous ' nature o f s k y d i v i n g . T h i s is accomp l i shed b y t e l l i n g 

each o ther stor ies abou t dangerous s iณat ions that have supposed ly happened to b o t h 

รณdents and sky d i vers . A l t h o u g h the C C I i n f o r m e d m e that there had o n l y been t w o 

รณdent m a l f u n c t i o n s at the d r o p zone ove r the last s ix years, one pa r t i cu la r รณdent 

ins is ted that they we re far f r o m a rare occur rence . The f o l l o w i n g fieldnotes p r o v i d e a 

t y p i c a l e x a m p l e and t o o k p lace w h i l s t I w a s w a i t i n g to do m y first j u m p : 

ľ m l o o k i n g up at the c lear sky and f i n a l l y I can see t w o s m a l l g roups 

o f do ts s l o w l y e m e r g i n g d i rec t l y above m e . I w a t c h u n t i l a l l o f the 

skyd i ve rs have opened the i r parachutes. ' W h e n I f i r s t wa t ched t h e m 

c o m e d o w n , be fo re I j u m p e d , one o f t h e m had a m a l f u n c t i o n e d 
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pa rachu te ! ' * R e a l l y ' I r ep l i ed , s l i gh t l y вифпзес! b y th is c o m m e n t . O h 

yeah , i t happens qu i te a l o t ' . T h i s pa r t i cu la r student k n e w that I had no t 

j u m p e d be fo re . A l t h o u g h I r e m a i n e d scept ica l , (such stor ies 

con t rad ic ted w h a t the ins t ruc tors had t o l d us d u r i n g the t r a i n i ng 

session) I p re tended to be ex t reme ly nervous about j u m p i n g to see i f he 

w o u l d con t i nue t r y i n g to scare me about m y first j u m p . H e con t i nued 

i n the same fash ion : ' L a n d i n g is also a p r o b l e m , w h e n I d i d m y f i rs t 

j u m p I f e l l flat o n m y face. B u t that w a s n ' t as bad as m y f r i e n d w h o 

landed o v e r there [ p o i n t i n g ] o n that rus ty ba rbed w i r e f ence ' . ' B l o o d y 

h e l ľ one o f the o ther students said. ' Y e a h ' , he con t i nued ' and someone 

else I k n o w landed o n a r o o f i n the indus t r i a l estate ' . H e seemed to be 

p leased to t e l l us such stor ies, perhaps he was a t t emp t i ng to increase 

our anx ie t y . W e a l l wa t ched the skyd ive rs as they safe ly l anded i n the 

a i r f i e l d . I asked h i m i f he had ever done a t andem j u m p . ' N o , tha t ' s 

even m o r e dangerous. A lo t o f th ings can go w r o n g . The harness can 

break f o r a start. A n y w a y , once y o u have j u m p e d o n y o u r o w n and y o u 

can c o n t r o l y o u r o w n canopy , a tandem doesn ' t rea l l y appea l ' . 

A l t h o u g h th is s tudent t a l ked as i f he had a great dea l o f exper ience , I soon learned that 

he had o n l y m a d e f ou r j u m p s . E v e n t h o u g h he c l a i m e d to k n o w about a n u m b e r o f 

dangerous inc iden ts that had p rev i ous l y occu r red , h is exper ience was e x t r e m e l y 

l i m i t e d . A l t h o u g h the m a j o r i t y o f skyd ive rs e n j o y e d t e l l i n g stor ies about s k y d i v i n g , I 

soon rea l ised tha t stories w h i c h exaggerated the dangers i n v o l v e d came from those 

รณdents w i t h the least exper ience. A s I d iscussed i n chapter s ix , skyd ive rs recogn ised 

that each and eve ry j u m p can be ex t reme ly dangerous , bu t t hey a lso emphas ised that 

acc idents were e x t r e m e l y rare. D u r i n g m y f i e l d w o r k I o f t e n overheard skyd i ve rs 
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reassur ing students rather than t r y i n g to increase the i r anx ie ty . E m i l y also c o m m e n t e d 

on h o w o ther students a t tempted to scare her be fo re her first j u m p . I asked her i f she 

though t tha t some students i n ten t i ona l l y t r ied to scare her: 

Y e a h d e f i n i t e l y , O h de f i n i t e l y , de f i n i t e l y . I r e m e m b e r there was th is 

g u y w h o seemed to t h i n k that there had been loads o f s iณat ions w h e r e 

peop le had to p u l l the i r reserve, and I t h i n k he had o n l y j u m p e d a 

coup le o f t imes . A n d I m e a n I d o n ' t even k n o w w h a t the rea l i t y is , i t 

was j u s t the w a y he was t a l k i n g about i t , he sort o f made out that he 

k n e w the w o r l d o f pa rachu t i ng and was teach ing us. I doub t ve r y m u c h 

i f he w o u l d have even opened h is m o u t h had s o m e b o d y m o r e 

exper ienced been there. 

S i m i l a r conversa t ions t o o k p lace on numerous occas ions, a l t hough i t was a lways the 

other n o v i c e students w h o w o u l d t ry to conv ince other students o f the i r exper t ise. 

A c c o r d i n g to E m i l y ' t he less exper ienced they are the m o r e I t h i n k they t a l k about the 

dangerous th ings . I t h i n k there is a t emp ta t i on to p l a y the game and par t o f p l a y i n g the 

game is scar ing the less exper ienced ones and appear ing c o n f i d e n t at w h a t y o u ' r e 

d o i n g . ' E m i l y a lso d raws a t ten t ion to h o w the in te rac t i on b e t w e e n students w o u l d be 

d rama t i ca l l y d i f f e ren t i f someone w i t h m o r e exper ience had been i n the g roup . I n such 

a s i tua t ion she doub ted i f the student w h o c l a i m e d exper t ise w o u l d have ' even opened 

h is m o u t h ' . A s k y d i v e r ' ร presence w o u l d have i m m e d i a t e l y cha l l enged the s tudent 's 

c r e d i b i l i t y to ta l k abou t such mat ters . O n e student (Ch r i s ) pa r t i cu l a r l y e n j o y e d g i v i n g 

adv ice to others and c l a i m e d that he k n e w m a n y o f the skyd ive rs at the centre. The 

f o l l o w i n g f i e l d notes i l lus t ra te h o w Chr i s was keen to revea l h is k n o w l e d g e o f 
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s k y d i v i n g and demonst ra te h o w he k n e w some o f the skyd ive rs at the centre. A g a i n , 

no skyd i ve rs overheard h is c o m m e n t s and there fore c o u l d n o t ques t ion or va l ida te h is 

c la ims . 

T h e scariest par t is g o i n g up i n the p lane and c l i m b i n g ou t o n to the 

step. B u t y o u d o n ' t rea l l y have t i m e . Y o u ' v e got to be rea l l y c o n f i d e n t 

and be l ieve i n yourse l f . Y o u ' v e go t to be l ieve i n yourse l f , e v e n i f y o u 

d o n ' t ' . W e ta l k f o r a w h i l e about the weather cond i t i ons , and the 

d i f f i c u l t i e s o f l a n d i n g i n the w i n d . ' T h e y w o n ' t le t y o u up unless 

t h e y ' r e sure that the cond i t i ons are g o o d , ' he said, and w e discuss h o w 

w e t rust the ins t ruc tors to m a k e the r i gh t dec is ion . ' T h e y ' r e a g o o d 

b u n c h o f p e o p l e ' he cont inues '1 he lped to pa in t the centre a f e w weeks 

ago [ p o i n t i n g ] I pa i n ted that recep t ion . ' Y o u came d o w n here j u s t to 

h e l p o u t ? ' I asked. ' Y e a h , i t w a s good . M a r k , A n d r e w and G r a h a m are 

ftin. D u r i n g the day w e pa in ted and i n the e v e n i n g Pau l w e n t ou t and 

b o u g h t some beers and w e sat a round , made a fire [ laughs ] and 

c h u c k e d a f e w aerosols i n the fire'. I was aware that he was l o o k i n g to 

see w h a t m y reac t i on was . ' S o y o u k n o w qu i te a f e w peop le here 

t h e n ? ' O h y e a h ' he c o n f i d e n t l y r ep l i ed . ' H a v e y o u seen the guy 

w e a r i n g the te leณbb ies overa l l s [ I n o d ] he ' s a rea l l augh . Y o u can ask 

h i m quest ions as l o n g as t hey ' r e no t ร ณ p i d . O t h e r w i s e h e ' l l j u s t take 

the p iss ou t o f y o u ' . A l t h o u g h he has o n l y done five static l i ne j u m p s , 

he c lea r l y l i k e d to demonst ra te h o w he k n e w some o f the regulars at 

the d rop zone. H e w a s ve ry p r o u d o f h is ach ievement . ' R i g h t , Г11 see 

y o u later. I ' m g o i n g to go and f i n d A n d r e w ' . 
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C h r i s appeared ex t reme ly c o n f i d e n t and was p leased to adv ise m e o n s k y d i v i n g . H e 

a lso d i f f e ren t i a ted h i m s e l f f r o m other students b y emphas i s i ng h o w he pe rsona l l y 

k n e w o ther skyd ive rs at the d rop zone. D u r i n g m y i n t e r v i e w w i t h A n n a I d i scove red 

tha t she a lso he lped pa in t the recep t ion . I asked her i f she k n e w th is pa r t i cu la r student 

and I exp la ined h o w he had o f f e red m e adv ice about s k y d i v i n g o n var ious occasions. 

A n n a c l a i m e d that Ch r i s was ' the m o s t a n n o y i n g g u y i n the w o r l d ' and a comp le te 

' k n o พ - i t - a l ľ even t h o u g h he was o n l y a รณdent . 

H e ' s a comp le te and ut ter g i t . H e t r i ed to adv ise m e abou t w h a t 

e q u i p m e n t I need. I m e a n f o r G o d ' s sake, he ' s o n l y made a f e w j u m p s , 

and he t h i n k s he can adv ise me . H e doesn ' t real ise there 's a h ie ra rchy , 

i ts , I w o u l d n ' t p resume to k n o w a n y t h i n g and te l l peop le unless I was 

c o m p l e t e l y cer ta in and even i f I d i d that I w o u l d n ' t do i t i n a 

p a t r o n i s i n g w a y . 

A l t h o u g h everyone w o u l d g i ve adv ice and coach each other , skyd i ve rs we re 

e x t r e m e l y c r i t i ca l o f รณdents w h o gave adv ice w h e n they f a i l ed to have the re levant 

exper ience . L i k e va r ious o ther students, C h r i s f a i l ed to adop t the ' r i g h t a t t i t ude ' and 

became s t igmat i sed b y o ther skyd i ve rs f o r b e i n g a ' knoพ- i t֊al ľ to such an ex tent that 

A n n a even ca l l ed h i m 'a comp le te t w a ť . S tewar t a lso c o m m e n t e d o n h o w some 

รณdents f a i l to have the ' r i g h t a t t iณde ' 

I m e a n w h e n I was l o w done i n m y exper ience I w o u l d a l w a y s t a l k to 

peop le and I w o u l d say y o u k n o w , I ' m no t that exper ienced so I can 
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o n l y ta l k to y o u abou t w h a t I k n o w so far. I w o u l d never d iscuss 

a n y t h i n g abou t w h a t I was g o i n g to do because I w o u l d n ' t k n o w w h a t 

I ' m t a l k i n g about . B u t I ' ve heard someone on s ix j u m p s t a l k i n g abou t 

w h a t y o u ' l l be d o i n g o n j u m p ten. I t ' s a b i t scary at t imes . 

A s one o f m y ins t ruc tors ( M a r k ) i n f o r m e d m e , ' i f y o u have a ques t ion , m a k e sure y o u 

c o m e and find one o f the ins t ruc tors . D o e s n ' t mat te r h o w ร ณ p i d y o u t h i n k i t is , i t 

c o u l d save y o u r l i f e . D o n ' t take w h a t y o u hear f r o m other students as gospe l . ' A l l o f 

m y expe r i enced in te rv iewees also emphas ised that adv ice shou ld o n l y be g i v e n b y 

peop le w h o have the necessary exper ience. Students w h o were k n o w n fo r i g n o r i n g 

th is u n w r i t t e n ru le w e r e no t o n l y c r i t i c i sed b y o ther skyd i ve rs , b u t the i r a t tempts to 

p r o v i d e adv ice we re a lso cons idered to be po ten t i a l l y dangerous. 

7.5 Adopting the 'Right' Attitude 

D u r i n g the ea r l y stages o f m y fieldwork I no ted that i n te rac t i on be tween students and 

o ther skyd i ve rs appeared to be l i m i t e d . A p a r t f r o m in te rac t ing w i t h the i r ins t ruc tors , 

รณdents w o u l d usua l l y ta l k together rather than in teg ra t ing w i t h o ther skyd i ve rs at the 

cent re . A l t h o u g h the d rop zone m a y have become inc reas ing ly f a m i l i a r f o r the 

รณdent , m a n y รณdents s t i l l c l a i m e d to i n i t i a l l y fee l exc l uded from the s k y d i v i n g 

c o m m u n i t y . A c c o r d i n g to a n u m b e r o f i n te rv iewees , there w e r e va r i ous ' c l i q u e s ' at 

the d rop zone. E m i l y c l a i m e d that she w a s aware o f such c l iques from ' d a y o n e ' : 

E v e n from day one I no t i ced i t . . . T h e r e was th is g i r l that came up 

b e h i n d m e i n the queue and I sa id some th i ng l i ke y o u d o n ' t have to 

w a i t o r some th ing , I can ' t r e m e m b e r w h a t I sa id, b u t she w a s o b v i o u s l y 
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exper ienced and I made the m is take o f no t k n o w i n g she w a s 

exper ienced and she pu t m e r i gh t , she m a d e sure that I k n e w that she 

was exper ienced 

I : W h a t d i d she say? 

I c a n ' t r e m e m b e r n o w , bu t y o u ' v e go t to k i n d o f respect the m o r e 

exper ienced and y o u ' v e go t to show t h e m respect. 

E m i l y b e l i e v e d tha t there was a c lear l y v i s i b l e h ie ra rchy at the d r o p zone. She even 

c l a i m e d to fee l i n t i m i d a t e d b y the other skyd ive rs w h e n she started her t r a i n i ng : 

I f ee l they are l o o k i n g d o w n o n m e as an inexper ienced person and I 

d o n ' t l i ke i t and I do fee l i n t i m i d a t e d b y i t . I fee l s l i gh t l y pa t ron ised . I 

m e a n I k n o w they are mo re exper ienced , bu t I t h i n k they l i k e i t tha t 

w a y as w e l l . 

T i m ' s observa t ions a lso no ted w h a t he b e l i e v e d to be an O b v i o u s ' h ie ra rchy be tween 

students and sky d i vers . 

Y e a h , yeah i t ' s ve r y clear. A n d y o u can te l l t hey ' r e i n c l iques because 

t h e y ' r e a l l s tand ing together t a l k i n g and so o n w i t h the i r j u m p sui ts, 

y o u k n o w , h a l f d o w n and the m o r e exper ienced they are the m o r e 

l i k e l y they are to have a l l the gear and g loves and so on . 

248 



Неге we are reminded that consumerism has 'as much to do with identity as with 

material goods' (Jervis 1998: 93). Although Tim was 5ифгІ8ес1 that skydivers would 

'care about such things', he observed a variety of props that were intentionally 

devoted to supporting and confirming a distinctive identity as a skydiver. Experienced 

skydivers had successftilly achieved 'the look' (Schouten and McAlexander 1995). 

Tim was not expecting life at the drop zone to be so hierarchical and cliquey: 

It is also a lot more cliquey than I thought it would be, a lot more 

competitive and I'm quite surprised as well about the gear. I remember 

the first time I went, I saw all the gloves and goggles and stuff and I 

think the jump suit is quite important, the type of canopy you have as 

you progress. I mean there's a real kind of fashion thing going on 

there. I mean, I kind of thought that these people wouldn't care about 

such things. 

As a consequence many novice students found it hard to talk to other skydivers until 

they had acquired more experience, I asked Emily i f she found it hard to talk to other 

sky di vers: 

Yeah, I think that they see me as one of them and not one of us. I do as 

well. I see myself as different to them. I think it's kind of the feeling of 

being excluded that makes me feel that I shouldn't approach them 

because Г т not one of them. 

Skydivers at the centre would not be 8ифгІ8е0 by such observations. Although 

experienced interviewees agreed that some skydivers act as though they have no time 
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for รณdents, they also claimed that some skydivers are prepared to give advice: 'some 

are, some aren't, it depends'. According to Stewart 'some skydivers are more 

unfriendly than others' but he firmly believed that students should always be able to 

approach skydivers ― 'well that's the theory'. He claimed that the drop zone was a 

'very learning orientated' environment, but he also recognised how experienced 

skydivers might unwillingly exclude others: 

You get some people that won't speak to you unless you've got more 

than a barrel of jumps you know. But, you know, I think those people 

are in the minority, most skydivers are pretty friendly towards each 

other and we get on pretty well and you know, I think some jumpers 

come along, we probably have a really strong relationship between us, 

we're all very good friends, our own little group, our own little clique 

you know. Perhaps they find that intimidating but we try and welcome 

them into that. 

Despite the fact that some skydivers make positive attempts to welcome new students 

into their circle of friends, the topics of conversation can still make students feel 

excluded. In a similar way to Becker'ร jazz musicians (1951), skydiving is also a 

combination of sharing particular experiences and technical language. Life at the drop 

zone was underpinned by language that only skydivers understood. On numerous 

occasions I found myself bemused by specific skydiving terms such as aspect ratio, 

snivel, zoo, boogie, tracking, booties and creeper. Such language together with 

acronyms such as CSI, IS I , LAC and JM ensured that I felt excluded from certain 

conversations early on in my field work. Understanding and using the 'slang' of 
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skydiving was an important method employed by students to demonstrate acceptance 

and membership. Paul also remembered feeling conftxsed as a student: 

Definitely because they're all talking about stuff you don't know. I'm 

sure you've found this yourself. You know, they're always, always, 

always talking about skydiving and the more complicated stuff that 

you don't know. So getting involved in that is really difficult which is 

why a small amount of energy is needed from the new party to actually 

get involved and learn things and, but it's also, they also need to be 

will ing to talk to them about what they can learn and stuff. I think 

effort's needed on both sides. The new people have to look interested 

and be will ing to like talk to people. They have to show interest. And 

the clique have to be able to accept people in. 

Although I was also aware of the hierarchy, I still found many of the skydivers 

approachable. I also found that particular skydivers would encourage me to progress, 

provide supportive 'looks' and 'nods' of recognition and frequently asked questions 

relating to my experiences. After each jump certain skydivers would usually approach 

me and ask how the jump went, provide feedback about my landing and ask i f I was 

'going to go up again' advising me that it was 'better to do two jumps in one day than 

one each weekend'. Even i f I was not feeling confident about my latest performance, 

they would still try to reassure me. Comments such as 'well, it looked alright from 

where I was standing' or 'you just don't know how the jump went until you get the 

feedback. You never know, it might have been fine' were offered by skydivers to 

relieve my frustration as I took off my equipment in the main hangar. I f I claimed that 
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I made a 'bad exit' or that I was worried that I had failed to 'arch my back properly', 

skydivers would approach me after the feedback and ask 'well, how did it go...you 

see, it's never as bad as you think'. The first time I managed to land on my feet 

without falling over, a group of skydivers cheered and as I walked past them back to 

the main hangar one of them shouted that they had never made a landing like that as a 

รณdent. After my fourth jump I was asked by one of the regulars i f I was going to stay 

around for a drink in the bar. Although I was only a student, I felt included. 

Conversations would usually start with the familiar question 'How many jumps have 

you done?' When I admitted to having only made four jumps, one skydiver said 'well, 

that's four more than most people. You need to get down here often as you can, that's 

the best way to progress. Don't leave it for a month or anything, try to get down here 

regularly., 

Perhaps my research had made me adopt the 'right' or 'correct' attitude. I asked 

questions, listened to their responses and familiarized myself with the technical 

language. I claimed to know nothing about the sport, and took advice from everyone. 

Not only did I play the role of subordinate student keen to learn as much as possible 

about the sport, but also I was an inquisitive researcher who enjoyed listening to their 

stories and validating their achievements. Karl also believed that he had the right 

attitude as a student. Although he acknowledged that the drop zone can be 'quite 

cliquey', he also believed that skydivers are approachable i f รณdents have the 

'correct' attitude: 

Some are quite open and friendly, but I didn't wait for them to talk to 

me. ľ m just straight in there...You know, I want to do something and 
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they have the experience. I can learn from them so I wi l l find out. So I 

am really forward about doing that. Unfortunately a lot of people 

aren't. They just wait for the information to come to them. I f you dive 

in with the right attitude, and the right approach, they wil l teach you 

anything. Skydivers are approachable. But some people are afraid to 

approach them, and they won't come to you. I mean there are cliques 

here just like everywhere. I think it has a lot to do with your attitude. 

7.6 Keeping Up Appearances 

Karl provides a good example of a student who adopted the 'right' attiณde. Although 

only a student, he had successfully managed to adopt and construct an identity around 

his pre-occupation. Karl's new social identity had begun to affect and shape his 

motivations and responses (see Hewitt 1991). Not only was his identity recognised by 

those outside the skydiving community, but other skydivers also started to positively 

reinforce and validate his claims. As a committed รณdent, Karl attended the drop zone 

every weekend. Even on his days of f work, he could usually be found at the drop 

zone, learning how to pack, talking to other skydivers and jumping whenever the 

weather permitted. Unlike many of the other students, the instructors at the centre 

believed that Karl would take up the sport. Once Karl had achieved his category eight, 

one of the instructors admitted that they knew all along that he had what it takes: 

But a lot of these guys are so experienced they know who wants to 

really be a skydiver and they know which ones are the ones to be 

aware of. I mean I found this out a bit latter on after I finished my 

training. There was 12 of us on the course, and it wasn't until I'd been 

coming up here for months and we were chatting away in the bar and 
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somebody turned around to me in the bar and said I remember you on 

your course 'cos we were discussing and we always do discuss the 

people on the course. And we all said I bet we don't see the other 

eleven but that Karl, he,11 be back, he'll take this up. And I said, how 

did you know that, and he said oh we can tell. Sometimes we get it 

wrong he says, but we all said he'll be the one who takes it up. They 

could tell I was keen and that I wanted to learn. 

Karl clearly did want to leam, and his commitment ensured that he was accepted by 

the regular skydivers at the centre. In his own words, Karl enjoyed 'talking with 

everyone' and modelled his behaviour and generally conformed to what he assumed 

to be expected of him (Williams 2000). During my fieldwork I observed Karl giving 

encouraging advice to students who were at different stages of their progression, and 

listening and asking questions to those with more experience. Karl was satisfied with 

his own progression, and maintained that each jump was even better than the last. 

Nevertheless, on his first dummy pull he 8ифг і5Є ( і everyone by his refusal to jump: 

It was the first time I'd seen other people getting out of the plane and 

that scared me. On my first three jumps I'd always been number one 

and then I had to move around the plane and I had a fear of falling out 

of the plane. And the noise of someone jumping out just terrified me 

and the rocking of the plane and the whole, from taxing out to getting 

in the plane was just so nerve racking for me 'cos I was nervous 

anyway and it was my first dummy pull so I was doing something 

different and it was just all that in my head and it got me. There was 

three of us [students] and the first two got out [of the plane] and I was 

254 



behind the pilots seat and the jump master said right and I said I can't 

do this, and he said, oh we'l l go round again and I said you can go 

round as many times as you like, I'm not getting out so they radioed 

down and said that I wasn't getting out and I got some stick. My first 

reaction was I'm going to get in my car and I'm going home. I didn't 

want to stay around. I felt ashamed and embarrassed, but I was being a 

little bit hard on myself. But ľ m walking up the runway and somebody 

gets on the tannoy and starts shouting abuse at me [Laughs] and I was 

only half way down the runway at this point, and he starts taking the 

mickey out of me and it made me laugh, 'cos I see the funny side of 

lots of things and it was that which persuaded me to stay and I took all 

the stick and I took all the criticism and then because I had built up a 

good rapport with all the instructors and other people who've got some 

experience, as the day went on somebody took me aside and said don't 

be hard on yourself, and they were telling me that it happens you 

know, I've been like that and it could have been the jump that could 

have all gone wrong, and you were just reacting on your gut feelings 

and he said you know there's nothing wrong with that. So it was that 

kind of encouragement you know, we all go through it, we wouldn't be 

human i f you weren't feeling. It's a lot more common than you think. 

You always talk about your jumps not your non-jumps. I remember 

someone said to me, you don't know what everyone's done who's 

here. But nearly everybody here has refused to jump or have felt that 

they shouldn't jump. 
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Karl admitted to felling 'ashamed and embarrassed' of not being able to jump. As 

Gross and Stone suggest, embarrassment is caused when 'a person is exposed as 

having no right to play the role he has laid claim to, because the identity in which his 

role is anchored is invalid' (1964: 14-15). Embarrassment occurred as his identity 

claims unexpectedly came under attack (Lyman and Scott 1989). Strauss captures the 

problematic nature of Karl's predicament: 

Having announced or avowed your position, it is not easy to beat a retreat. 

Often you find yourself in Іп1ефег80па1 situations climbing out on a limb, 

announcing a position, and then having to live up to it (1969: 95). 

Not being able to live up to his reputation meant that he had seriously jeopardised his 

new identity as a skydiver. Karl's refusal to jump certainly was unexpected. Although 

admitting to being a 'bag of nerves' on his early jumps, he always managed to 

confidently climb out 'on the step'. Fortunately Karl decided to take the 'stick' and 

general verbal 'abuse' from other skydivers instead of immediately leaving the drop 

zone. As Steve stated, 'everybody gets the piss taken out of them here so as long as 

you can cope with that kind of thing then you're fine.' Far from excluding Karl, after 

he had taken the ritualistic 'stick'， the 'instructors and everyone else' encouraged Karl 

to continue. Karl's humbling experience was turned into one of the 'lesson stories' 

(Jonas 1999) used by skydivers (including Karl) to encourage other students in similar 

situations to 'stick with it，. Steve was pleased to describe his own experience of when 

he turned 'white as a sheet' and 'froze' on one of his student jumps' 

On my fourth jump I froze, I just told the jump master that I'm not 

going. There was no way I was jumping out of that plane. I had an 
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experienced jumper behind me. He just climbed over me and jumped 

out which scared me even more. When we got down I thought I would 

just go home. I was so embarrassed, and I knew they would take the 

piss out of me. Which they did. In fact, they started taking the piss out 

of me as soon as I walked into the hangar. 

Individuals wil l clearly go to great lengths to demonstrate what they believe to be a 

desirable social identity. Nevertheless, identities cannot simply 'appear from 

nowhere' but rather have to be 'recognisable to an audience' (Holyfield and Jonas 

2003: 301). Both of the above examples demonstrate how these students lost face as 

they failed to perform in front of a witnessing audience. In both cases their inability to 

suppress fear disrupted their ability to perform and after been subjected to a certain 

amount of teasing, both individuals had to repair and therefore retrieve their 

challenged social identities. Karl and Steve started to make the necessary repairs by 

returning to the centre and making successful jumps the following weekend. Indeed, 

the positive social relationships that develop at the centre served to encourage both 

students not to give up on their skydiving career (Brannigan and McDougall, 1983). 

7.7 A Sense of Communitas 

Those that have successfully negotiated the 'right' attitude, and had their new identity 

validated by those outside and inside the skydiving community professed to 

experience a sense of camaraderie, or what Turner (1969) has termed 'communitas'. 

Skydivers claimed to 'party together' and enjoyed spending 'a large proportion of free 

time' with other 'care free people' who 'practically lived' at the drop zone. As Paul 

stated: T v e made good friends here. There's a strong community here. I come up 

here when I'm feeling down, and when I go from here Г т on a high again'. Stewart 
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even said that he no longer goes out drinking with his workmates in order to save 

money for jumping and drinking at the drop zone: '1 think it's the case with a lot of 

skydivers, there is this very strong community bond that you get from doing it,. Adam 

maintained that apart from one weeks holiday in Italy the previous summer, he has 

been at the drop zone 'pretty much every weekend since I got my cat eight...so I'm 

there a lot. I'm spending a large proportion of my free time at the drop zone with 

other skydivers'. As Arnold and Price (1993) have suggested, communitas constitutes 

a sense of belonging, and drawing on their own empirical research on white water 

rafting they demonstrate how communitas is devoted to a single transcendent goal. 

Clearly the notion of communitas is also relevant for skydivers who are keen to 

develop their expertise: 

I just want to do this for the rest of my life. At this moment in time this 

is all I want to do. I want to become an instructor, I want to jump 

everyday. I want to go around the world and jump. That'ร what 

motivates me. You know I've got my в licence, my 50 jumps and my 

ICI last Sunday^. And now I'm pushing to get my operators license. 

My radio operators license and г 11 want to try and get my two hundred 

jumps up. The next stage then is becoming an instructor. And I need 

my ISl and my FSl as well, and I've got a plan of getting that by the 

end of February, there's no point in hanging abouť*. I want the 

qualifications to get on. And I'll do whatever I need to do to get that. 

(Karl) 

All qualifications refer to the licensing system used by the British Parachuting Association. 
To qualify for the в licence skydivers must have completed fifty free fa II jumps and 
accumulated at least ten minutes frcefali time. The Individual Canopy Grade 1 (ICI) is a 
basic qualification that follows on from Category 8. 
4 FSl refers to the Formation Skydiving Grade 1 and ISl refers to the Individual Style Grade 
1. 
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A sense of communitas develops when individuals share similar experiences in order 

to meet such objectives. Communitas can therefore be seen to emerge from 'shared 

ritual' experiences and has the potential to transcend everyday life (Belk et al. 1989). 

The external roles of individual skydivers become irrelevant and are replaced by the 

specialised roles they have achieved within the skydiving community. According to 

Turner (1969) the recognition that everyday staณses are no longer applicable should 

be seen as the main aspect of communitas. As Louise stated: 'it doesn't matter what 

language you speak, what nationality you are, what background you've got when 

you're skydiving it doesn't matter'. The following extract explains how the shared 

'extraordinary experience' (Shoham et al. 2000) of skydiving can literally transcend 

everyday life: 

But one of the things that impressed me about skydiving, 'cos you 

think you know skydiving, am I the type of person who can become a 

skydiver because you get this idea of what skydivers are like. And then 

you come here and you realise that they come from all different kinds 

of backgrounds. And the way people are in general is all different. But 

that doesn't seem to make any difference to what kind of skydiver they 

are 'cos it doesn't matter what you do away from here. One reason I 

come up here so often is to get away from everything, you know, it's a 

little community. It's completely different to anything else that goes on 

outside this field and there's a few skydivers who think the same way. 

You just share a common bond. But away from here you have different 

lifestyles, different kinds of jobs you know. Like I sometimes refer to 

myself as only a postman. You know, like I'm lower than a lot of 
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people out in the world. But you know you get postmen but you've 

also got solicitors and lawyers and a lot of people in high paid jobs. I 

mean skydiving appeals to so many different types of people. You 

know you've got the same goals, the same thoughts the same feelings, 

so I don't think it takes a particular type of person to become a 

skydiver. I think I could live at the drop zone actually. 

Although Karl believes that his external role as a postman is 'lower than a lot of 

people out in the world' at the drop zone such roles are İՄelevant because everyone 

has the same goals, thoughts and feelings. Whether an individual earned their living 

as a bricklayer, computer programmer, police officer or academic psychologist were 

simply considered to be extraneous factors due to the separation of the everyday 

world from life at the drop zone. As Celsi et al. have suggested, communitas results 

from 'a sense of camaraderie that occurs when individuals from various walks of life 

share a common bond of experience'. The strong bonds that develop also provide 'a 

sense of community that transcends typical social norms and convention' (1993: 12). 

Even on her first static line jump Emily maintained that she enjoyed the sense of 

camaraderie with other students. She enjoyed the sense of experiencing 'something 

together': 

There is also a sense of camaraderie at the end of it, there seems to be 

of a kind of togetherness about it which I like. Before you jump it's 

like you're just individuals in a group and at the end it's like you've all 

experienced something together 
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The novice's experience of a 'kind of togetherness' is eventually transformed into 

'strange kind of bond' that existed between skydivers. At one of the many 'socials' 

that took place in the bar at the drop zone, Paul emphasised the strong sense of 

community among skydivers: 'It's really strong. We eat, sleep, and jump together. As 

you can imagine, we know each other pretty well. ' Due to the shared sense of 

camaraderie Paul firmly believed that skydiving was not an individual sport. He 

insisted that I 'needed to understand' the bond that existed between the regular 

skydivers at the centre. He provided an example by explaining how he was intending 

to book a trip to France for a group of skydivers: 'When I book it, Г11 just book the 

one room, and all nine of us wil l sleep in there together. You know, to save money. 

We are there to jump, not sleep. ' Steve provided his own explanation of why 

skydivers had a strange kind of bond: 

I think you're confronting this big scary thing together the 

relationships that you get tend to be quite firm and strong. I have made 

some very good friends down there and I think everybody else would 

say the same thing. 

A l l of my experienced interviewees claimed that they had made good friends at the 

centre, and Anna even admitted that she Only' socialised with other skydivers 

because so much of her time was spent at the drop zone. Andrew explained how 

skydiving can take over your life: 

Yes well I think it's sort of taken over now to the extent that all my 

friends are skydivers. I spend a lot of time around the drop zone. You 

get to know them very well, you go up and jump with them, you come 
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down, you pack, you sit around, you chat while you're waiting for the 

next jump and you're perhaps there all day, and then you hit the bar 

and you have a few drinks and you spend a night in the bunk house, 

and you do that for a couple of days, you're with each other twenty-

four hours a day. It takes over your life. 

Even away from the drop zone skydivers claimed that when they met other skydivers 

there is an 'instant bond'. Andrew's chance meeting with an American skydiver in 

Portugal provides an interesting example: 

There's almost a kind of weird bond between skydivers 'COS you have 

something in common, as I said describing what free fall is like is very 

very difficult to people that don't jump, and with people that do jump 

you know exactly what it is like, you know exactly how they feel and 

that does bring people closer. There's a special bond between 

skydivers. I mean I was at a conference in Portugal and I was chatting 

to somebody I met there about jumping, he was asking what it was like 

and all the rest of it, and there was this guy in front who I had never 

met before from America, and he suddenly Штесі around and said, ahh 

you jump, and I said yeah, and this guy had done 80 or so jumps and 

had to stop jumping because of back problems and stuff, and we spent 

the rest of the night talking together, it's just this instant bond, you 

know exactly what it is like, you share something that the vast majority 

of the population don't have a clue about. 
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Skydivers clearly enjoyed the chance of talking about their experience to others but 

firmly believed that only other skydivers could possibly understand their various 

experiences 'in the air'. Adam described how he became frustrated with his friends 

reactions to his skydiving achievements. According to Adam only other skydivers 

could possibly understand what he had accomplished: 

I mean I did my first freefall, it was like yeah but you did your first 

dummy pull like two weeks ago and it's like that's the same thing to 

them, like I've done the jump, that's it. I mean like to start with they 

[non-skydivers] were excited but then they do tend to get bored and 

you're like right, I' l l shut up now, whereas like we [skydivers] can chat 

for hours about absolutely crap about skydiving sort of thing but we 

both understand each other and how it all works and stuff, it's a lot 

easier. 

According to all of my informants, being an accepted member of a 'close knit kind of 

group' who 'understand each other' and 'knoพ each other inside out' was considered 

to be an additional benefit of becoming a skydiver. As Stewart explained, it's 

impossible to explain 'to your mates what it's like to jump at fourteen thousand feet.' 

Although friends outside the skydiving community might be supportive and 

encouraging, 'the only people who can understand your experience' are those who 

share the same 'feelings, fears and thoughts'. Stewart admitted that he could only 

'relate' to other skydivers because no one else understands: 'They can try [to 

understand] but until you actually do it you can't actually have that bond that you 

have with the people that do,， Being a skydiver therefore creates a sense of belonging 

and enables them to differentiate themselves from those outside the community: 
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That's the great thing about skydiving, you know what I mean, it's 

different from what most people would even imagine themselves 

doing, you know, and I like that about skydiving. 

(Karl) 

The powerful sense of community and camaraderie that develops ensures that 

skydivers implicitly trust one another. From leaving their kits around at the drop zone, 

to checking each others equipment before jumping, skydivers have to trust each other 

'a hell o f a l o ť : 

Skydiving is a very trusting community. You have to trust the people 

you're with, both in their abilities and in their intentions. People are 

giving you a flight line check and touching and playing around with 

your equipment just prior to getting in the plane so you have to trust 

that they're not going to do anything dodgy to it otherwise you can die, 

it's that simple. It's very very common to have a drop zone where 

people have their kit on the floor of the packing shed, lying around and 

you kind of trust that nobody's going to mess with it. 

(Andrew) 

7.8 Questioning Trust 

I f I do mention skydiving to people that aren't skydivers I mean the 

first thing they ask about is what they know, which is like the suicide 

and Stephen Hilder, which is like the first thing they come out with and 

I go well I don't really know, all I know is what you know. 

(Stewart) 
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The above quotation refers to two skydiving deaths which occurred in the United 

Kingdom during my fieldwork. Unlike the death discussed in chapter six, both of 

these incidents received detailed coverage in the national media and were the topic of 

many discussions at the drop zone. Stewart provided a detailed description of the 

apparent suicide which took place at the Scottish National Championships. Stewart 

was the only interviewee who attended the championships. 

And the CCI was like no, they called it, no more lifts going to go up, 

somebody's landed out, I think they're hurt and that was all we heard 

but there was an eerie sort of silence going on and I was like there's 

something more than that, and there'ร people sort of walking past like 

really, really quiet and I was like no, something's happened and then 

there was a guy that walked back completely white, just put his helmet 

down and walked off and I was like that's not right. Then the police 

ณmed up and stuff and they said someone's gone in, their parachute's 

not opened, said he left the plane with the rig on and landed without it. 

Everything was all cordoned off and they were searching for the body. 

They didn't find the body until five o'clock in the morning. It was, it 

was quite scary and someone's got hold of the video. It's not nice to 

see by the sounds of it. I mean he's left his alti, his gloves and his 

mobile phone in the plane behind the pilot's seat, jumped out, got into 

sit with like his best mate, I mean really close mate, same watches and 

everything like they've been jumping together since they started. He 

had got into sit, took his helmet off, undid his chest strap, shrugged it 
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off, stuck two fingers up at the camera then went into head down and 

just went. 

Whilst at the drop zone one of the skydivers suggested that this was a selfish act as 

the decision to commit suicide whilst skydiving unnecessarily gave the sport 'bad 

press'. As Adam stated 'It definitely doesn't help the public perception of skydiving' 

but he also claimed that it was important to remember that it was a suicide, not an 

accident. A number of skydivers were particularly concerned about the general media 

coverage that skydiving had received since the tragedy of Steven Hilder. 

Stephen Hilder fell 13,000 feet to his death at Hibaldstow airfield in Lincolnshire on 

the 4 t h of July 2003. Both his main and reserve parachute failed to open. The police 

soon announced that his equipment had been sabotaged: 

Stephen Hilder grinned broadly at his two friends' shaky camcorder and 

flashed a thumbs-up as their SMG Turbo Finist light aircraft circled up to 

13,000ft where they leaped out over Lincolnshire. For Stephen that was the 

start of a horrifying plunge reaching 120mph as his sabotaged parachute tore 

from four deliberately severed straps (The Guardian 22/05/2004). 

What the police described as a 'uniquely terrible crime' (The Guardian 22/05/04) 

resulted in ten months of relentless investigation. Over four thousand skydivers where 

questioned and three men were aՄested on suspicion of involvement in Hilder'ร death 

before subsequently being released. Seven months after the incident an article in The 

Observer (01/02/04) reported that the police still had not charged anyone, and that 

despite extensive inquiries as far away as Russia and South Africa, the police had 
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failed to uncover any motive for Stephen's murder. Although the police were initially 

convinced that he was killed by someone he personally knew (The Guardian 

12/07/03), on the 21 si of May 2004 Humberside police announced that the death of 

Stephen Hilder was no longer being treated as murder. New forensic evidence 

suggested that Stephen Hilder was himself responsible for cutting the cords on both 

his main and reserve parachute. A microscopic sheaf of nylon, reinforced strap fibres 

and DNA from Mr Hilder'ร sweat were found on household scissors discovered in the 

boot of his car. Similar fibres were only found on the clothes Stephen wore on the 

fatal day. Such evidence apparently proved that Mr Hilder was undoubtedly present 

when his parachute was sabotaged. The case has now been reclassified as an 

unexplained death and detective Superintendent Colin Andrew confirmed that the 

police were 'not looking for anyone else in relation to Stephen's death'. 

A l l of my interviews and the majority of my fieldwork was carried out before this 

case had been reclassified by the police. The death of Mr Hilder was therefore 

believed to be a murder. The tragedy stunned the social world of skydiving and 

promoted a wave of suspicion among the skydiving community. I asked Steve i f he 

had been following the murder investigation: 

Yes. The murder attracted more attention than normal. But having said 

that, a murder is a murder, it's not really a skydiving fatality as such, 

that was just the instrument i f you like. 

Many of the skydivers I spoke to during my research emphasised this point. What 

happened to Stephen Hilder was a tragedy, but it should not be seen as a skydiving 

fatality. Unlike the examples provided in chapter six this was not an accident or the 
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result of faulty equipment. Nevertheless, skydivers often claimed to be asked about 

the events surrounding Stephen Hilder, and were frequently asked as to whether the 

incident had made them re-evaluate their pre-occupation: 

Well it's something whenever you mention to someone you're a 

skydiver they wil l often bring up you knoพ, what about Stephen Hilder 

but it's not anything that acณally bothers me because you know, it was 

a murder, not a skydiving accident, i f you want to cut someone's 

brakeร on a car you go and do it. The fact that it happened to a 

skydiver is irrelevant to me and it's kind of upsetting that, that 

someone in skydiving would ki l l but as a skydiver you put a lot of trust 

in your friends and the people around you, even someone who you've 

never met before that you're going to jump with for the first time, 

when you jump at the drop zone you trust them to check your 

equipment when you've got it on and when you're in freefall and 

there's a lot of trust there. 

(Paul) 

It was precisely issues relating to trust that dramatically affected the skydiving 

community. The 'trusting community' became suspicious. Two of my interviewees 

jumped at Hibaldstow shortly after the incident: 

Like I said I went down to Hibaldstow a month or two ago and I did 

put my kit in the kit room because it's locked all the time. I put my kit 

in there and someone said oh I don't leave my kit in there, I sleep with 

it, you know, because of what happened. 

(Paul) 
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But it's very much like people round at Hibaldstow were walking 

round with their rigs on their back, they wouldn't leave them 

unattended, I mean you do sort of switch on, there was nobody allowed 

in the hangar, people started keeping their kit on them. 

(Stewart) 

One immediate difference concerned their skydiving equipment. Before the incident 

'kits' would be left in the hangar or in the kit room but skydivers now exercised far 

more caution. I f there was a 'psychopath wandering around wanting to cut everyone's 

cords' skydivers were determined to make it as difficult as possible. Even away from 

Hibaldstow skydivers started to take their kits home with them or to keep them locked 

in the boot of their car i f they were staying at a drop zone. The pre-jump checks in the 

flight line also became far more rigorous: 

People were locking up their kit and doing even more checks looking 

for signs of sabotage. It's really bizarre, it's not what skydiving is all 

about. There have been cases of sabotage before in other countries and 

they have been caught. It's very unnerving to know that there is 

somebody out there who is capable of doing that. Who ever did it knew 

a lot about skydiving. They knew how to sabotage both canopies in 

such a way that he would defiantly die and they managed to sabotage it 

in such a way that it COฟ^ be picked up with any of the checks in 

the flight line. 

(Andrew) 

Adam admitted to becoming overly cautious after the incident: 
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I went down to the centre and thought that's not how I leave my bridle, 

because everyone packs differently and I thought well who's been 

playing with my kit. You know everyone packs differently and to 

notice that it wasn't how I left it you know kind of makes you jumpy. 

In the end I looked at it, pulled the parachute out, oh that's fine you 

know, well I can't be bothered to repack it, ľ m sure it's just me having 

a lapse of concentration. 

7.9 Recovering trust 

As I have suggested, immediately after the tragedy of Stephen Hilder skydivers 

became extremely cautious and suspicious. Regular skydivers admitted that they kept 

an eye out for 'strange people walking round' and made sure their kits were 'kept 

safe' which usually meant that they were locked in a boot of a car or taken home 

instead of being left at the drop zone. Skydivers refused to leave their kit lying around 

the drop zone and the routine safety checks became far more rigorous: 

When it first happened I noticed that everyone was putting their hands 

right in and checking their risers, taking out their throw aways and 

checking the bridle and then a few weeks after it stopped. Al l of these 

kind of extra checks that you don't have to do all stopped you know, 

people were over the initial shock of it and you can see people leaving 

their rigs around the hangar again. You have to have faith in the 

equipment that you're going to use. You can't dismantle the whole 

thing for every jump so you have got to have trust. 
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Here Andrew explains the initial reaction of sky di vers. Immediately after Hilder'ร 

death skydivers became extremely cautious and suspicious, constantly checking their 

risers, bridle and other equipment before each jump. The way Hilder'ร equipment was 

sabotaged would not have been detected in the usual pre-jump safety checks, so it was 

necessary to carry out such checks to make sure their equipment had not been 

sabotaged. Nevertheless, he also states that such 'extra' checks stopped within a few 

weeks. According to Andrew, skydivers were then over the initial shock; equipment 

could be seen lying around in the main hangar and the usual safety checks replaced 

systematic attempts to detect sabotage. This point was also emphasised by Stewart: 

'there's only so much checking you can do...and when you're at the drop zone you 

can't walk round with your rig on your back all the time, you have to leave it 

somewhere. You can't keep it with you all the time.' Steve also pointed out how the 

general wave of suspicion eased off after a short period of time: 

There was a period where people would take out the pilot sheets and 

inspect them because the pilot sheet was cut but you know it's a bit of 

a faff every time you want to jump to do that. It's like you know 

they're [other skydivers] not going to do anything to your kit, so you 

can quite happily leave it about. The regular jumpers down here are 

like my best mates, it's like you trust, you do trust your life with them. 

í 

It is possible to be aware of what constitutes communitas when it is called into 

question. The affect that Stephen Hilder'ร death had on the skydiving community 

demonstrates the strength of communitas between skydivers and highlighted what is 

usually taken-for-granted. Although the death initially caused much suspicion and 

generated new forms of safety checks in order to detect sabotage, such overly cautious 
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behaviour was short lived. Even though no-one had been arrested for Hilder'ร death, 

which skydivers still believed to be a murder committed by someone within the 

skydiving community, the initial suspicion failed to break the trust and strong bonds 

that had been formed at the drop zone. Despite nine months of uncertainty, once over 

the initial shock trust remained intact and was clearly as strong as before the incident. 

7.10 Conclusion 

Becoming a skydiver involves far more than learning how to skydive. As Patrick and 

Bignall have stated, individuals also master activities in order to reflect the identities 

they wish to become: 

We become racquetball players, golfers, bridge-players, and mountain 

climbers both for the satisfaction we derive from these activities and for the 

social interactions based on them and the identities that are created by 

competent performance of them. When we claim competency in a particular 

area of endeavour, we also establish an identity as one of them (1987: 207). 

As I have demonstrated, the skydiver not only derives satisfaction from the 'magical' 

experience of diving out of a plane at 13,000ft, but also from their interactions with 

other skydivers who constantly reinforce and sustain each others social identity as a 

skydiver: 

The two main things that I enjoy the most is a) the bond that you get 

from the other sky di vers. I mean we all know each other pretty much 

inside out, we all socialise a lot and it's such a strong relationship 

between ourselves. You get to trust each other a hell of a lot so that's 
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pretty good. And b), that instant when you leave the plane, or you let 

go of the strut, or you dive out, or whatever. That instant when you 

leave the plane is just magical. 

(Andrew) 

The neophyte enters at the bottom of a social world dedicated to the pursuit of 

skydiving and undergoes a gradual process of socialisation. The process of identity 

construction begins with experimentation, using a specifically desirable social identity 

to function 'as a guide to what is assumed to be true of members of the relevant 

category as well as what may be expected of them in a variety of social and discursive 

contexts' (Williams 2000: 6), Nevertheless, a neophyte'ร assumption is usually 

stereotypical and therefore incorrect. The individual must therefore continuously 

refine their self-presentations by conformity and modelling and attempt to monitor 

their own performance by judging the responses of those they consider to be relevant 

audiences. Those who fail to adequately refine their self-presentations in accordance 

with the 'valued' audience are stigmatised by other skydivers at the centre. 

Individuals are therefore attempting to lay claim to a social identity that not only 

legitimated their actions, but also elevated their status at the drop zone. Such claims 

can be problematic. As Erikson has pointed out, a sense of identity 'is never gained 

nor maintained once and for all. Like a good conscience, it is constantly lost and 

regained...' (cited in Strauss 1969: 109). The social construction of identity is an 

actively negotiated ongoing process. Rather than being considered as some static, 

fixed or innate quality, this research has suggested that identity is deliberately 

constructed, enacted and sustained by positive social relationships with others 

(Douglas and Johnson 1977, Kotarba and Fontana 1984). The positive social 
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relationships encourage continued participation, ratify their identity as a skydiver and 

provide a strong sense of communitas. As I have suggested, even though the tragedy 

of Stephen Hilder initially caused a great deal of suspicion, the trust and general sense 

of communitas that previously existed between skydivers ensured that the strong 

bonds formed at the drop zone could only be temporarily questioned and continue to 

transcend everyday life. 
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8 

Conclusion 

8.1 Introduction 

This thesis has provided an in-depth study of the social world of skydiving. By 

adopting a qualitative approach and assuming the role of the actors being researched, I 

have investigated the norms, values and categories that typify the skydiving 

community as it is known and experienced by its members. The рцфозе of this final 

chapter is to provide an overview of the arguments made in each of the findings 

chapters and to discuss the implications the research has for understanding this 

particular high-risk sport. The chapter wil l also consider the limitations of the thesis 

and make constructive recommendations for ñiture research on this topic. Although 

sociological investigations of a range of high-risk activities have shed considerable 

light on social worlds that have too often been neglected, there remains much work to 

be done. Indeed, to understand whether the skills and abilities required for 

participating in a high-risk sport such as skydiving are increasingly valued in late 

modem societies, ftiture research may need to look beyond the current areas of 

inquiry and focus attention on aspects of social life that have previously been ignored 

by sociologists of risk. Future research wil l need to determine whether the sustained 

attractions of voluntary risk taking affect far more areas of social life than previously 

realised. 

8.2 The Research 

The overall aim of this thesis has been to explore the neglected world of the voluntary 

risk taker, a social world where individuals actively and knowingly take 

'consequential chances perceived as avoidable' (Goffman 1969: 145). For those 
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outside the skydiving community the consequences of skydiving may seem obvious: 

jumping out of an aeroplane at roughly thirteen thousand feet and being overwhelmed 

by the experience of freefalling towards the earth at a speed of 120 miles an hour 

clearly involves the possibility serious injury and even death. Although skydivers 

recognise the possibility of both eventualities, they also know that such occurrences 

are extremely unlikely. Skydivers are aware of the statistics and would know the 

intricate details of the latest fatality. Each serious injury or fatality provided the 

skydivers with an important lesson of what they should or should not do during each 

sky di ve. Skydivers would individually and collectively take active measures to 

protect themselves from 'becoming another statistic'. A l l skydivers at the centre 

jumped with a reserve canopy, and the majority also jumped with an automatic 

activating device. Even in the unlikely event of a skydiver being knocked unconscious 

during freefall or misjudging the correct height for opening their parachute, the 

automatic activating device was set to deploy their canopy at a predetermined height. 

In addition to the reserve canopy and the AAD, there are also numerous safety checks 

carried out prior to each jump: skydivers double checked their own equipment in the 

minutes before leaving the aircraft; they were only allowed 'on a l i f t ' in appropriate 

weather conditions and both alcohol and drugs were strictly monitored by the staff 

and rigidly self-policed by other skydivers at the centre. None of these points should 

be seen as detracting from the 'serious ride' that skydiving provides individuals who 

are committed to the sport. Learning to skydive provides individuals with a chance to 

extend personal boundaries and continuously offers new challenges to conquer and 

master. Despite the individual's level of ability and experience, the world of 

skydiving offers a wide range of unusual challenges. For the complete neophyte the 

first challenge is to voluntarily expose oneself to uncertainty and to experience the 
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previously unknown sensations of jumping out of a plane. Aside from conรณntly 

improving their aerial positions and techniques, experienced skydivers may decide to 

accept the challenge of learning a completely new skydiving discipline, to become an 

instructor or even to enter national and international competitions. Such a diverse 

range of challenges suggests a trajectory: from complete novice to competent 

skydiver. The 'serious rid๙ of skydiving is therefore preceded by a 'serious journey'. 

Rather than attempting to locate and discover what motivates the 'high-risk 

personality', this research has provided an alternative consideration of the gradual 

series of transitions that take the individual form being a complete neophyte to a 

competent skydiver. 

8.3 Skydiving as a Moral Career 

For the majority of my informants their journey began by enrolment on the Ram Air 

Progression System static line course. The word progression is important here. The 

RAPS course is specifically designed to take students through the various stages until 

they achieve their 'category eight'. Rather than signing up for a tandem jump in order 

to have a once in a lifetime experience of 'jumping out of a perfectly good aeroplane', 

the RAPS course is intended to take the complete neophyte through all the necessary 

stages in order to become a qualified skydiver: a journey that wi l l eventually take 

what some interviewees referred to as a 'dope on a rope' to a committed and 

competent skydiver. In chapter five I suggested that this trajectory is not simply a 

technical one: it can be viewed as a moral career, and Goffiman'ร analytical concept 

was specifically employed to examine the รณdents changing attitudes and abilities in 

relation to their chosen recreational pursuit. As the term moral career can be used to 

'refer to any social strand of any persons course through l ife' (1961: 119), the concept 

was particularly useful for co-examining both the progressive stages and the social 
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processes participants go through in order to successfully become a skydiver. 

Whereas the moral career of the 'mental patient' begins with the experience of 

abandonment and disloyalty and is marked by 'humbling moral experiences' (1961: 

137), the moral career of the skydiver begins with excitement, curiosity, fear, 

fascination and a sense of adventure. The neophyte enters a new social world full of 

new opportunities and unfamiliar challenges. Rather than restricting or degrading the 

individual, the various rites of passage that await the neophyte celebrate personal 

success and encourage individuals to become competent skydivers. 

Drawing on data from my fieldwork I described the complex processes and 

procedures that an individual goes through before becoming a licensed skydiver. 

From the first day of the Ram Air Progression System training course the enthusiastic 

students learn to take parachuting seriously. In chapter five I documented how the 

intense training covers both the necessary and routine skills of the sport and as well as 

learning how to survive in emergency sitoiations. The RAPS training aimed to instil a 

sense of responsibility to each 'hedonistic consumer' (Arnold and Price 1993). As this 

term suggests, static line students typically expect an * extraordinary experience' 

which wi l l provide a รһаф contrast from their usual everyday activities (Lipscombe 

1999). Hedonistic consumers searching for a new and exciting experience, who 'just 

want to get up there and jump', often become impatient with the hours of training 

involved. Instructors therefore use particular techniques to impart information and 

challenged inappropriate behaviour in order to ensure that all students took the 

training seriously. A barrage of constant questioning from the instructors ensured that 

the รณdents understood the importance of safety and that any breach of the 

instructor'ร rules, no matter how trivial, would not be tolerated. In геШт, students 
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were keen to answer questions correctly to show they had acquired the appropriate 

and potentially life saving information. Students soon learned that they must not touch 

any specialised equipment without being instructed, and that they must take the 

training seriously. Instructors repeatedly stated the importance of the training and 

emphasised how รณdents needed to pay close attention throughout the RAPS training 

course. Failing to pay enough attention during the training could result in students 

endangering themselves together with the other students, instructors and pilots at the 

centre. A video was used to demonstrate the consequences of inattention throughout 

the course. In addition to the strategic use of the video, the instructors also vividly 

described what can happen when a student is 'hung up' underneath the aircraft or 

spinning uncontrollably towards the earth after making a 'bad exit'. Such techniques 

neutralised inappropriate behaviour and maintained the appropriate emotional tone for 

'serious leisure' (Stebbins 1982). 

During the training, รณdents also began to learn the correct embodied techniques and 

practices required for skydiving. Throughout the training the body is constantly 

worked upon by both the instructor and student. The student leams the importance of 

a particular bodily position for free fall, landing under canopy and for making an 

emergency landing in the aircraft. Students watched the instructor'ร demonstrations 

and constantly monitored each others movements. Such bodily positions were 

repeatedly acted out and rehearsed. Students also commented on how they practiced 

the bodily positions away from the drop zone. As skydivers need to react 

automatically, pre-reflexive awareness is clearly of central importance. By charting 

the софогеаі transformations that evolve during the skydivers career I demonstrated 

how emergency procedures should 'sediment into fixed habits' (Leder 1990:32) and 
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how new items eventually became іпсофогаЇЄ(1 into the skydivers body. The handles 

and pads that the skydiver needs to pull and punch in order to activate the reserve 

parachute can therefore be located without even having to see or touch them. The 

equipment therefore comes to be viewed as 'part of the body'. 

Aside from the RAPS course, the compulsory revision training also ensured that 

students remembered the correct emergency drills together with the various safety 

procedures, bodily positions, landing procedures, canopy safety checks and so on. 

Using similar techniques and scenarios from the RAPS course, รณdents were 

repeatedly checked and rigorously tested before being allowed to jump at the centre. 

The students were given numerous opportunities to demonstrate they had habitually 

developed the correct embodied techniques for each scenario given by the instructor. 

Students were required to display a practical bodily know-how (to react i f the plane 

was forced to make an emergency landing, to go into the arched position etc) together 

with the conceptual background necessary to know that they have to flare the 

parachute at fifteen feet, check their altimeter at regular intervals or operate their 

reserve parachute and so on. During the revision training students were keen to 

discover how many jumps the other รณdents had made and what progressive stage 

they had achieved. Jumping without the assistance of the radio, doing their first 

dummy pull, free fall, five, ten, fifteen second delays, and the unstable exit were all 

extremely important stages. As I noted, those students who were held back from 

progressing at the rate of other รณdents often showed frustration. Committed รณdents 

who received negative feedback from their instructors were eager to 'go up again' the 

same day in order to 'get it right'. The different stages were seen as personal 

challenges, barriers to be overcome, and so served to encourage รณdents to progress. 
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The gradua l t rans i t i on that occurs to รณdents as they progress t h rough these d i f f e ren t 

stages was e x p l o r e d b y cons ide r i ng the d i f f e ren t vocabu la r ies o f m o t i v e ( M i l l s 1940) 

used b y n o v i c e parachut is ts and exper ienced sky d i vers . B o t h the cons t ruc t i ve 

ra t iona les o f ' s e l f - f u l f i l m e n t ' and ' p u t t i n g th ings i n to pe rspec t i ve ' w e r e c o m p l e t e l y 

absent f r o m the accounts o f nov i ce parachut is ts . T h e s h i f t i n g vocabu la r ies o f m o t i v e 

revea led h o w exper ienced in te rv iewees j u s t i f i c a t o r y accounts are subcu l tu ra l l y 

acqu i red . D i f f e rences i n the conten t o f these vocabu la r ies o f m o t i v e revea led h o w the 

neophy te ' s a t t i tudes towards s k y d i v i n g change as they b e c o m e i m m e r s e d w i t h i n the 

s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . T h e chang ing accounts that c l a i m to med ia te ac t ion shou ld 

there fore be seen as іпсофога Їес і i n to the process o f b e c o m i n g a skyd ive r . Rather than 

ex i s t i ng p r i o r to p a r t i c i p a t i o n , th is research has suggested that des i rab le m o t i v e s are 

soc ia l l y cons t ruc ted w i t h i n and th rough the processes and procedures o f b e c o m i n g a 

skyd ive r . A s the nov i ce inc reas ing ly associates w i t h o ther skyd i ve rs the i r asp i ra t ions 

are re f lec ted , r e i n f o r ced and substant iated b y o ther m e m b e r s o f the s k y d i v i n g 

c o m m u n i t y . T h e i n d i v i d u a l student is there fore t r ans fo rmed f r o m an i nqu i s i t i ve 

ou ts ider to a c o m m i t t e d and enthusiast ic ins ider . Ra ther than a t t emp t i ng to i d e n t i f y 

i n d i v i d u a l ' t r a i t s ' that ' cause ' cer ta in types o f behav iou r , the d i spos i t i on to engage 

w i t h s k y d i v i n g is learned as the nov i ce progresses t h r o u g h the pa r t i cu la r stages o f 

the i r s k y d i v i n g career. A s i nd i v i dua l s acqu i re rec ip roca l perspect ives they g radua l l y 

ad jus t to the i r n e w ro les i n the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . B y cons ide r i ng the d i f f e ren t 

vocabu la r ies o f m o t i v e i t became clear that i n d i v i d u a l s deve lop m o t i v a t i o n s that c o u l d 

no t have been recogn ised p r i o r to the i r con t i nued pa r t i c i pa t i on . 
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8.4 Perceptions of Risk 

I n chapter s ix I e x p l o r e d h o w chang ing percep t ions o f fear and risk can be seen as 

spec i f i c examp les o f ' t u r n i n g p o i n t s ' i n the sky d i v e r ' s m o r a l career. A l l o f m y n o v i c e 

in te rv iewees fe l t o v e r w h e l m e d b y the po ten t i a l l y l i f e sav ing p rocedures they w e r e 

requ i red to remember . T h e y a lso unders tood that f a i l i n g to r e m e m b e r such 

i n f o r m a t i o n c o u l d have dramat ic consequences. A s L e B r e t o n has no ted , ' T h e 

s y m b o l i c game w i t h D e a t h is w h a t g ives p o w e r to the expe r i ence ' ( 2000 : 8 ) , Fo r some 

that p o w e r was too o v e r w h e l m i n g . D u r i n g m y f i e l d w o r k I d i r e c t l y observed some 

รณdents w h o re fused to j u m p and others w h o f o u n d the w h o l e event so t raumat ic that 

they never w a n t e d to repeat the exper ience. A l l o f m y n o v i c e i n f o r m a n t s made 

successfu l j u m p s , b u t some open l y adm i t t ed that they w e r e ser ious ly concerned about 

the p o s s i b i l i t y o f f a i n t i n g w h i l s t i n the p lane, o r o f n o t b e i n g able t o m o v e , w h a t Fenz 

(1974) descr ibed as fear para lys is (and there fore b e i n g f o r ced to c o m e b a c k d o w n i n 

the p lane) . A s m y o w n f ie ldno tes demons t ra ted , j u m p i n g ou t o f a p lane is ce r ta in l y a 

t e r r i i y i n g and intense exper ience. A l l nov i ce and exper ienced in te rv iewees adm i t t ed 

to f ee l i ng e x t r e m e l y nervous and exper ienced h i g h leve ls o f fear o n the i r f i rs t f e w 

j u m p s . D u e to the t r a i n i n g techn iques e m p l o y e d d u r i n g the R A P S course, รณdents are 

acu te ly aware o f the va r i ous fac tors that can and occas iona l l y do go w r o n g . Such 

con t ingenc ies i n c l u d e h a v i n g a m a l f o n c t i o n , b e i n g ' h u n g u p ' undernea th the p lane , 

c o l l i d i n g w i t h obstacles w h i l s t under canopy such as houses, fac tor ies , e lec t r i c i t y 

p y l o n s , o ther parachut is ts and even p lanes and m i c r o l i g h t s . The prospect o f ser ious 

i n j u r y and death had no t been ' s t r i pped a w a y ' f r o m th is a c t i v i t y and as I exp la i ned , 

acc idents do occur . So the s tudent 'ร f i r s t cha l lenge is to see h o w they w i l l pe rsona l l y 

react t o the ' e m o t i o n a l i n t ens i t y ' p r o d u c e d b y the ' d ia lec t i c o f fear and p leasure ' ( L e 
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B r e t o n 2000 : 4 ) . Never the less , exper ienced in te rv iewees exp la i ned h o w fear was 

some th i ng they had to ove rcome . T h e process o f o v e r c o m i n g fear was a gradua l 

t rans i t i on tha t occu r red d u r i n g the ear l y stages o f the s k y d i v e r ' ร m o r a l career. T h i s 

t rans i t i on i n v o l v e d t r a n s f o r m i n g fear in to a pos i t i ve ra ther than nega t i ve aspect o f the 

sport . Expe r i enced respondents c l a i m e d that a l t hough fear was an i m p o r t a n t safeguard 

against c o m p l a c e n c y , i t was also v i t a l l y impo r t an t to embrace and l i ve w i t h the fear. 

T r a n s f o r m i n g fear i n to p leasure was one o f the first t u r n i n g po in t s i n a series o f 

persona l ad jus tments . Skyd i ve rs g radua l l y learned h o w to successfu l ly manage the 

h i g h - r i s k con tex t . Rather than b e i n g v i e w e d as s o m e t h i n g to be dreaded, skyd ive rs 

become a lmos t i nd i f f e ren t to the once t e r r i f y i n g prospect o f j u m p i n g ou t o f a p lane. 

J u m p i n g becomes no rma l i sed and the act o f j u m p i n g becomes some th ing to be 

en joyed rather than a ' h o R c n d o u s ' cha l lenge to ove rcome . 

S k y d i v i n g is an a c t i v i t y w h e r e the 's takes are h i g h ' ( L i p s c o m b e 1999)， and i n d i v i d u a l 

dec is ions and act ions can, and occas iona l l y d o , have d isastrous consequences. E v e r y 

t i m e a s k y d i v e r j u m p s they have t o dea l w i t h ex t reme he igh ts a n d ex t reme cond i t i ons 

and occas iona l l y i t can ' b i t e h a r d ' . A l t h o u g h those outs ide the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y 

m a y be l ieve a fa ta l i t y to demonst ra te that s k y d i v i n g is an uncon t ro l l ab le and 

unacceptab le r i sk , respondents be l i eved that such inc iden ts can f r equen t l y be avo ided . 

Ser ious in ju r ies and even fa ta l i t ies were usua l l y b e l i e v e d to be the fau l t o f the 

s k y d i v e r rather than the e q u i p m e n t and a l l o f m y exper ienced i n f o rman ts marg ina l i sed 

the risks o f s k y d i v i n g by emphas is ing the poss ib i l i t y o f c o n t r o l . A l t h o u g h i n f o r m a n t s 

d i d no t a t tempt to deny that there are serious dangers tha t eve ryone needs to be aware 

of , skyd ive rs b e l i e v e d they were t a k i n g a ca lcu la ted risk. A c c o r d i n g to m y i n f o rman ts , 

i n d i v i d u a l s w h o c l i m b w i t h o u t ropes or par t i c ipa te i n B . A . ร . E or ex t reme f o rms o f 

bungee j u m p i n g are d i c i n g w i t h death. U n l i k e s k y d i v i n g , a l l o f the above examp les 
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have no safety net. I f the pa r t i c i pan t does m a k e a m is take , i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y they 

w o u l d be k i l l e d . A l l skyd i ve rs j u m p w i t h a reserve parachute i n case o f a m a l f u n c t i o n , 

and the o v e r w h e l m i n g m a j o r i t y j u m p e d w i t h an A A D i n case t hey we re k n o c k e d 

unconsc ious d u r i n g f ree fa l l . O b v i o u s l y there is a chance that the reserve canopy w i l l 

a lso be a m a l f t i n c t i o n e d canopy and , as l i ke any mechan i ca l dev i ce , the A A D m a y not 

w o r k and that is p rec i se l y w h y i t is seen as a ca lcu la ted r isk . Skyd i ve rs c o n t i n u a l l y 

emphas ised the impor tance o f con t ro l . F o r examp le , some i n f o r m a n t s l i t e ra l l y hated 

b e i n g i n the p lane b e l o w one thousand feet because i f a n y t h i n g w e n t w r o n g w i t h the 

p lane they were s i m p l y too l o w to j u m p out . T h i s was a risk that w a s b e y o n d the i r 

con t ro l . Skyd i ve rs a lso made compar i sons w i t h bungee j u m p i n g , horse r i d i n g and 

theme p a r k a t t rac t ions to emphasise the appeal o f s k y d i v i n g . W i t h s k y d i v i n g the 

i n d i v i d u a l skyd i ve r is i n c o n t r o l , and i f a n y t h i n g happens d u r i n g the descent i t is the i r 

r espons ib i l i t y a lone to success fu l l y dea l w i t h the p r o b l e m . Whereas ro l le rcoaster 

enthusiasts cons tan t l y p lace the i r l i ves i n the h o p e f u l l y compe ten t hands o f others, 

one o f the m a i n a t t rac t ions o f s k y d i v i n g is that the s k y d i v e r is l i t e ra l l y the p i l o t as 

opposed to a t r us t i ng passenger w h o has no con t ro l over l i f e th rea ten ing s i tuat ions. 

Skyd i ve rs are no t in terested i n p u t t i n g the i r l i ves i n o ther peop les ' hands. E v e n at an 

ear l y stage o f the i r s k y d i v i n g career, nov i ce students are keen to learn h o w to pack 

the i r o w n parachutes, ins tead o f r e l y i n g o n the a b i l i t y o f others. Skyd i ve rs d i d no t l i ke 

the idea o f t a k i n g r a n d o m chances. Ins tead skyd ive rs sought con t ro l l ab le risk con tex ts 

w h e r e the i r i n d i v i d u a l capab i l i t i es c o u l d be cha l l enged and tested. Indeed, 

exper ienced i n f o r m a n t s o f t e n ma in ta i ned that the use o f t he i r sk i l l s i n re la t i on to 

s k y d i v i n g was one o f the m o s t va luab le aspects o f the ove ra l l exper ience. 

284 



T h i s research raises in te res t ing quest ions i n re la t ion to the concept o f edgework . 

L y n g ' ร ( 1990 ) c l a i m that edgeworke rs tend to seek ou t m o r e p u r i f i e d k i n d s o f 

th is research. A s M i t c h e l l ( 1983 ) and Ce ls i et a l . ( 1993 ) have also no ted , i n d i v i d u a l s 

tend to l i m i t h i g h - r i s k contex ts to w h a t they cons ider to be a manageab le and 

con t ro l l ab le l eve l . M y i n f o rman ts d i d n o t de l ibera te ly choose to j u m p i n th rea ten ing 

wea the r cond i t i ons or a t tempt to unnecessar i ly increase the risks o f s k y d i v i n g . A l l 

i n f o r m a n t s emphas ised the impor tance o f safety rather t han demons t ra t i ng a 

' w i l l i n g n e s s to take unnecessary risks' ( L y n g 1998: 227 ) . N e i t h e r d i d the i n f o r m a n t s 

g radua l l y progress ' t o w a r d m o r e ex t reme and va r i ed risks' ( L y n g 1998: 2 3 0 ) . I n fac t 

i n f o r m a n t s i nd i ca ted that there is ac tua l l y a p rogress ive m o v e m e n t t owa rds safety and 

tha t skyd ive rs spent a cons iderab le a m o u n t o f t ime d iscuss ing the deta i ls o f p rev ious 

fa ta l i t ies and genera l l y l ea rn ing h o w to reduce rather than increase the risks. 

A c c o r d i n g to L y n g and S n o w (1986 ) s k y d i v i n g o f fe rs the o p p o r t u n i t y to get as c lose 

as poss ib le to the edge w i t h o u t f a l l i n g . Never the less , i n f o r m a n t s m a i n t a i n e d that the 

m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs w o u l d no t i n t en t i ona l l y dep loy the i r canopy at a l o w a l t iณde or 

take drugs to increase the r isks . T a k i n g drugs was ce r ta in l y v i e w e d as reckless and 

i r respons ib le behav iou r . J u m p i n g unde r the i n f l uence o f l ega l , le t a lone i l l ega l , drugs 

w a s no t to le ra ted. N o t o n l y w o u l d skyd ive rs p lace themselves i n danger , b u t t hey 

w o u l d also create unnecessary r i sks f o r eve ryone else o n the l i f t . E v e n j u m p i n g 

w i t h o u t an A A D was v i e w e d as i r respons ib le b y the m a j o r i t y o f m y i n fo rman ts . T h e 

m i n o r i t y w h o d i d take unnecessary risks we re descr ibed as ' i r r e s p o n s i b l e ' o r ' b l o o d y 

s t u p i d ' f o r n o t recogn i s ing that th ings can go w r o n g . The m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs 

a c k n o w l e d g e d that some aspects o f s k y d i v i n g we re s i m p l y b e y o n d t he i r a b i l i t y to 
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manage and c o n t r o l . I n f o r m a n t s c l a i m e d that t hey w a n t e d to l i ve so they c o u l d ' g o up 

and do i t a g a i n ' and w o u l d take the necessary p recau t ions to ensure a safe descent. 

A l t h o u g h skyd i ve rs do g i ve h i g h p r i o r i t y to d e v e l o p i n g and us ing the i r sk i l l s , the fact 

that the m a j o r i t y o f skyd ive rs j u m p w i t h an A A D does ques t i on the b e l i e f that 

skyd ive rs have an innate s u r v i v a l capac i ty , and that the i r ' pe rsona l s u r v i v a l sk i l l s w i l l 

u l t i m a t e l y de te rm ine the o u t c o m e ' ( L y n g 1990: 872) . Far f r o m w h a t I had expected 

be fo re en te r ing the field, the m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs we re e x t r e m e l y safety consc ious . 

Desp i te the i r l eve l o f sk i l l s and ab i l i t y , exper ienced skyd ive rs s t i l l recogn ised that 

there we re some c i rcumstances b e y o n d the i r con t ro l . O n l y those descr ibed as 

' c o w b o y s ' t o o k w h a t i n f o r m a n t s be l i eved t o be 'unnecessary risks' and b o t h f o r m a l 

and i n f o r m a l sanct ions served to d iscourage ' i r r espons ib l e ' and ' e x t r e m e l y ร ณ p i ď 

acts. I n d i v i d u a l s cons idered ' e x t r e m e l y dangerous ' , ' a r rogan t ' and ' i r r espons ib l e ' 

rece ived negat ive sanct ions f r o m those w i t h i n the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . T h e fact that 

th is m i n o r i t y became subject to ridicule and goss ip demonst ra tes h o w boundar ies o f 

' accep tab le ' and ' unaccep tab le ' cons t ruc t ions o f risk are learned and negot ia ted 

t h roughou t the s k y d i v e r ' ร m o r a l career. Skyd i ve rs no rma l i se acceptable and 

con t ro l l ab le r isks and rede f ine t h e m as p leasurab le . Rather than the n o t i o n o f any r i s k 

b e i n g a p r o b l e m (Fü red i 1999) acceptøble risks were unders tood as a pos i t i ve feature 

o f the ac t i v i t y . I n f o r m a n t s c l a i m e d tha t w i t h o u t t ak i ng risks, l i f e w o u l d be i n to le rab l y 

res t r ic ted and c o u l d no t o f f e r e n o u g h cha l lenges or a l l o w the i n d i v i d u a l the chance to 

real ise w h a t they are capable o f ach iev ing . Indeed , a l i f e w i t h o u t t a k i n g risks w o u l d 

be seen as h a v i n g no l i f e at a l l . Expe r i enced i n f o r m a n t s ma in ta i ned that s k y d i v i n g had 

become a des i rab le and p leasurab le techn ique f o r enhanc ing the exper ience o f l i f e 

i tse l f . A n i m p o r t a n t t u r n i n g p o i n t i n the s k y d i v e r ' ร m o r a l career there fore i nvo l ves 

recogn i s ing the d i f f e rence b e t w e e n respons ib le and i r respons ib le risks. I n th is respect, 
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skyd i ve rs shared percept ions o f r i sk can be unders tood as b o u n d to a spec i f i c soc ia l 

con tex t and a lso as serv ing to m a i n t a i n s y m b o l i c boundar ies w i t h i n the s k y d i v i n g 

c o m m u n i t y . These f i nd i ngs h i g h l i g h t h o w r i s k ep is temo log ies are b o u n d to the 

spec i f i c soc ia l cu l t u ra l contex ts i n w h i c h they are generated ( L u p t o n 1999a) , and the 

research has demonst ra ted h o w the r i s k pos i t ions o f skyd ive rs are b o t h g r o u n d e d i n 

the soc ia l re la t ionsh ips f o r m e d at the d rop zone and also re f lec t the i r i den t i t y c l a ims . 

Chap te r seven spec i f i ca l l y i nves t iga ted h o w s y m b o l i c boundar ies are b o t h cons t ruc ted 

and ma in ta i ned b y focus ing on issues su r round ing ' i d e n t i t y ' and the sense o f 

' c o m m u n i t a s ' that emanates f r o m shared exper iences. 

8.5 Desirable Identities and Communitas 

L e a r n i n g to s k y d i v e also p rov ides i n d i v i d u a l s w i t h the o p p o r t u n i t y to f o rge a n e w 

i den t i t y , and chapter seven d o c u m e n t e d the va r ious ways i n w h i c h skyd i ve rs 

pu rpose l y enacted and negot ia ted th is n e w iden t i t y . B y cons ide r i ng a va r ie t y o f 

examp les from m y f i e l d w o r k , th is chapter focused on issues su r round ing the soc ia l 

cons t ruc t i on o f a ' des i rab le ' i den t i t y and h o w a s t rong sense o f ' c o m m u n i t a s ' (Tu rne r 

1969) emerged be tween the regu lar skyd ive rs at the centre. A t the start o f the 

s k y d i v e r ' ร m o r a l career the comp le te neophy te enters a n e w soc ia l w o r l d and 

undergoes a process o f soc ia l i sa t ion . T h e process o f i den t i t y cons t ruc t i on beg ins w i t h 

the neophy te e x p e r i m e n t i n g w i t h w h a t they assume is to be expected o f t h e m and b y 

a d o p t i n g pa r t i cu la r sty les o f c l o t h i n g to v i s u a l l y represent the i r i nc reas ing 

c o m m i t m e n t . H o w e v e r , s tudents ' i n i t i a l a t tempts at i den t i t y cons t ruc t i on are o f t en 

p r o b l e m a t i c . A s I demons t ra ted , students o f t en exaggerated the dangerous nature o f 

s k y d i v i n g and e n j o y e d ' t e l l i n g s tor ies ' to o ther students about h o w dangerous or 

reckless the i r ac t ions were . F o r m a n y รณdents, be ing labe l l ed as ' m a d ' and ' c r a z y ' b y 
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those outs ide the spor t c o n f i r m e d that they had รณrted to successfu l ly cons t ruc t a n e w 

and d i s t i nc t i den t i t y as a skyd ive r . Never the less , as a neophy te ' s assumpt ions are 

p r o v i s i o n a l , students m u s t learn to con t i nuous l y re f ine the i r i n i t i a l se l f -presentat ions 

i n o rder to g a i n c r e d i b i l i t y f r o m the mos t v a l u e d audience: o ther skyd i ve rs at the d rop 

zone. Students w h o success fu l l y learned to m o d e l the i r behav iou r o n other skyd i ve rs 

at the centre soon rea l ised that skyd ive rs w e r e ex t reme ly c r i t i ca l o f those w h o gave 

adv i ce to o ther students w i t h o u t h a v i n g the necessary exper ience , o r those w h o 

de l ibe ra te ly exaggera ted the risks i n v o l v e d . Such students had fa i l ed to adopt the 

' r i g h t ' o r ' c o r r e c t ' a t t i tude and c o u l d p o t e n t i a l l y be s t i gmat i zed b y the o ther skyd i ve rs 

at the centre. I n o rder to be accepted b y the regu la r skyd i ve rs , students needed to 

adopt the ' r i g h t a t t i ณ d e ' b y ask ing appropr ia te quest ions rather than g i v i n g รณdents 

inaccurate adv ice , and b y demons t ra t i ng the i r en thus iasm and c o m m i t m e n t to the 

sport . Students w h o had started to have the i r n e w i den t i t y va l i da ted b y those outs ide 

and ins ide the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y s t i l l had the cha l lenge o f keep ing up 

appearances. Students w h o started to have the i r i den t i t y c l a i m s va l ida ted b y o ther 

skyd i ve rs w e r e requ i red to cons tan t l y p e r f o r m i n front o f a w i t n e s s i n g aud ience. 

R e f u s i n g to j u m p ensured that the i r n e w i den t i t y c l a i m s w o u l d come under a t tack, and 

the student w o u l d need to m a k e the necessary repai rs b y r e t u rn i ng to the centre i n 

o rder to face and o v e r c o m e the i r fear. T h e soc ia l cons t ruc t i on o f i den t i t y can there fore 

be seen as an ac t ive and o n - g o i n g process, and one i n w h i c h c l a i m s and ac t ions are 

c o n t i n u a l l y sub jec t to eva lua t i on and cons idera t ion . 

Fo r the i n d i v i d u a l w h o decides to do a o n e - o f f t andem j u m p , s k y d i v i n g is no t an 

a c t i v i t y that w i l l s i gn i f i can t l y a f f ec t the i r soc ia l i den t i t y . I t is a o n e - o f f cha l lenge o f 

j u m p i n g ou t o f a p lane at th i r teen thousand feet, and usua l l y a chance to raise m o n e y 
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f o r the i r f avou r i t e char i t y . U n l i k e the t andem รณdents and some static l i ne รณdents 

w h o o n l y dec ide to do one j u m p , c o m m i t t e d students are n o t in terested i n ach iev i ng 

such a o n e - o f f exper ience. A l t h o u g h a O n c e i n a l i f e t i m e ' exper ience m a y 

d i f f e ren t i a te t h e m from the i r eve ryday peers, i t fa i l s to p r o v i d e the o p p o r t u n i t y to 

cons t ruc t a n e w iden t i t y . I t is con t i nued pa r t i c i pa t i on i n th is ' h i g h - r i s k ' spor t that 

p rov ides i n d i v i d u a l s w i t h such an oppo r t un i t y . L e a r n i n g to skyd i ve o f f e r s c lear stages 

o f p rogress ion that the student needs to meet i n o rder to p roceed to the nex t stage. Fo r 

the comp le te neophy te the f i r s t static l i ne j u m p is a cons iderab le ach ievement . Once 

th is has been ach ieved , add i t i ona l ' s ide be ts ' (Becke r 1960) are p laced and the student 

becomes c o m m i t t e d to ach iev i ng each goa l set b y the i r ins t ructor . T h i s p rov ides the 

i n d i v i d u a l a c lea r l y de f i ned con tex t f o r persona l change and is m a r k e d b y d e f i n e d 

stages and spec i f i c r i tes o f passage. B e c o m i n g a s k y d i v e r creates a sense o f b e l o n g i n g 

and as students b e c o m e m o r e exper ienced they b e g i n the process o f d i f f e r e n t i a t i n g 

themse lves f r o m those outs ide the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . รณden ts in terna l ise the 

s k y d i v i n g ethos and demonst ra te t he i r inc reas ing c o m m i t m e n t to the spor t . T h e y 

adop t pa r t i cu la r sty les o f c l o t h i n g , l ea rn about spec ia l ised e q u i p m e n t and fam i l i a r i se 

themse lves w i t h techn ica l vocabu la ry re levan t to the pu rsu i t o f s k y d i v i n g . Rather than 

b e i n g a strange and u n f a m i l i a r e n v i r o n m e n t , the d rop zone becomes w h a t m a n y 

descr ibed as a c o m f o r t a b l e and f a m i l i a r ' second h o m e ' . E v e n i n p o o r wea the r 

cond i t i ons , the d rop zone is a p lace to mee t up and socia l ise w i t h o ther sky d i vers . F o r 

such i n d i v i d u a l s s k y d i v i n g can be descr ibed as a ' w a y o f l i f e ' (S tebb ins 1982) . T h e 

desi re to ach ieve a n e w soc ia l i den t i t y makes an i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n f o r 

unde rs tand ing the sheer de te rm ina t i on o f รณdents to master each stage and b e c o m e a 

l i censed skyd ive r . 
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These f i n d i n g s demonst ra te h o w i n d i v i d u a l s master s k y d i v i n g i n o rder to re f lec t , 

r e in fo rce and susta in each others i den t i t y as a skyd ive r . The rewards o f ' s t i c k i n g w i t h 

i ť can there fore be seen as o f f e r i n g fa r m o r e than s i m p l y b e c o m i n g a compe ten t 

skyd ive r . Chapte r seven also exp lo red h o w the neophy te ' s exper ience o f a 's t range 

k i n d o f togetherness ' is g radua l l y t r ans fo rmed in to a 's t range k i n d o f b o n d ' that ex is ts 

be tween sky d i vers . B y shar ing and unders tand ing an ex t rao rd ina ry exper ience , 

skyd ive rs c l a i m e d to exper ience a p o w e r f u l sense o f camarader ie that had the 

po ten t i a l to take ove r the i r l i ves . Ex te rna l ro les soon became i ns i gn i f i can t w h e n 

c o m p a r e d to the i r spec ia l ised ro les w i t h i n the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . 

The m a i n aspect o f ' c o m m u n i t a s ' i n vo l ves everyday statuses l o s i n g the i r s ign i f i cance 

(Tu rne r 1977) . A s B e l k et a l . recogn ised , c o m m u n i t a s ' is a soc ia l ап Ї із ЇшсШге tha t 

frees par t i c ipan ts f r o m the i r soc ia l ro les and stafeses and ins tead engages t h e m i n a 

t ranscend ing camarader ie o f staณร equa l i t y ' ( 1989 : 7 ) . T h e shared ' ex t rao rd ina ry 

exper ience ' ( S h o h a m et a l . 2 0 0 0 ) that s k y d i v i n g p r o v i d e s suspends the eve ryday 

soc ia l o rder (Ce ls i 1992) and t ranscends eve ryday l i f e . Skyd i ve rs c l a i m e d to have an 

ins tant b o n d that o n l y o ther skyd ive rs c o u l d poss i b l y unders tand. T h e sense o f 

' c o m m u n i t a s ' w a s cons idered b y m y exper ienced respondents to be an add i t i ona l 

bene f i t o f b e c o m i n g a skyd ive r . T h e pos i t i ve soc ia l re la t ionsh ips f o r m e d at the d r o p 

zone r a t i f i e d each others i den t i t y as a s k y d i v e r and p r o v i d e d a s t rong sense o f 

c o m m u n i t a s that i n f o rman ts c l a i m e d t ranscended the mundane demands and dreary 

const ra in ts o f eve ryday l i f e . 

T h e same sense o f ' c o m u n i t a s ' also ensured that skyd ive rs i m p l i c i t l y t rus ted one 

another b y l e a v i n g the i r ' k i t ' una t tended at the d rop zone , and h a v i n g o ther skyd i ve rs 
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c h e c k i n g the i r e q u i p m e n t be fo re each j u m p . E v e n the susp ic ious death o f Stephen 

H i l d e r o n l y had a t empo ra ry negat ive e f fec t w i t h i n the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . 

Skyd i ve rs started to l o c k the i r equ ipmen t i n the boo t o f the i r car rather than l e a v i n g i t 

unat tended i n the hangar , and the i r p r e - j u m p checks become far m o r e r igo rous . 

Skyd i ve rs we re no longer s i m p l y i nspec t ing the i r equ ipmen t , they w e r e n o w also 

c h e c k i n g f o r signs o f sabotage. Unders tandab ly , skyd ive rs become espec ia l ly - even 

o v e r l y - cau t ious , o f t e n keep ing an eye ou t f o r any ' s t range ' peop le w a l k i n g a round at 

the d rop zone. Never the less , th is was o n l y an i n i t i a l reac t ion and the i n f o r m a n t s 

exp la i ned h o w such o v e r l y caut ious behav iou r was o n l y shor t l i v e d . E v e n th is 

s k y d i v i n g t ragedy f a i l e d to b reak the s t rong sense o f ' c o m m u n i t a s ' ; once over the 

i n i t i a l shock , the s t rong bonds and sense o f t rust r ema ined intact . 

8.6 Discussion 

T h i s research has focused on the soc ia l and m o r a l exper iences i n v o l v e d i n b e c o m i n g 

and be ing a skyd ive r . B y d o c u m e n t i n g the progress ive stages and soc ia l processes 

that the comp le te neophy te necessar i ly goes t h r o u g h I have descr ibed the regu la r 

sequence o f t rans i t ions that t y p i c a l l y occu r ' i n the person 's se l f and h is f r a m e w o r k o f 

i m a g e r y f o r j u d g i n g h i m s e l f and o thers ' ( G o f f t n a n 1 9 6 1 : 119) . T h e var ious ' t u r n i n g 

p o i n t s ' i n the s k y d i v e r ' ร m o r a l career no t o n l y change the i n d i v i d u a l s ' o r i g i n a l 

concep t i on and exper ience o f s k y d i v i n g , bu t also change ' the w a y i n w h i c h the person 

v i e w s the w o r l d ' ( G o f f m a n 1 9 6 1 : 154) . The i nves t i ga t i on has a lso revea led in te res t ing 

ins igh ts i n to h o w ' late m o d e m s ' ( L u p t o n and T u l l o c h 2002b ) respond to risk. Rather 

than b e i n g detected and a v o i d e d , skyd i ve rs recogn ise and embrace w h a t they 

unders tønd to be ' accep tab le ' r i sks as a m e t h o d f o r a c h i e v i n g se l f - de te rm ina t i on and 

au then t i c i t y . I n th is con tex t , v o l u n t a r y r i s k taking p rov ides an o p p o r t u n i t y to cons t ruc t 

a ' des i rab le ' i den t i t y , d i sp lay courage, con t ro l fear and l i ve the i r l i ves w i t h an 
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enhanced sense o f persona l agency. S k y d i v i n g p rov ides the con tex t f o r a ' r ad i ca l one-

to -one contes t ' t h r o u g h w h i c h par t i c ipants can c o n t i n u o u s l y ' test the i r s t rength o f 

character , the i r courage and the i r persona l resources ' ( L e B r e t o n 2 0 0 0 : 1). Rather than 

v i e w i n g v o l u n t a r y r i s k - t a k i n g as the ' he i gh t o f i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ' ( R e i t h 2 0 0 5 : 2 3 0 ) , 

some risks are p o s i t i v e l y and ac t i ve l y embraced i n ' l a te m o d e r n i t y ' as a m e t h o d f o r 

t a k i n g respons ib i l i t y o f the i r o w n l i f e t ra jec to ry . C h a l l e n g i n g the expecta t ions o f 

o thers and tes t ing one ' s o w n persona l boundar ies can car ry s y m b o l i c w e i g h t i n ou r 

ove r - rou t i n i sed l i ves ( H o l y f í e l d 1999) . So perhaps the i m a g i n e d obsess ion w i t h risks 

does no t penetrate so deep ly af ter a l l ( B o y n e 2 0 0 3 ) . A s L u p t o n (1999a) has 

recogn ised , pa ra l l e l to the idea l o f the h i g h l y c o n t r o l l e d and regu la ted se l f there exists 

a d iscourse that represents r i s k t a k i n g as a pos i t i ve techn ique f o r enhanc ing the 

exper ience o f l i f e i tse l f . I ndeed , w i t h o u t ' t he fee l i ng o f risk-taking' s k y d i v i n g w o u l d 

be unab le to p r o v i d e e i ther ' t he e n j o y m e n t ' o r ' have such an e f fec t o n persona l l i f e ' 

( L e B r e t o n : 2 0 0 0 : 8 ) . Never the less , i t is i m p o r t a n t to emphasise that the m a j o r i t y o f 

skyd ive rs i n th is research d i d no t i n t en t i ona l l y increase the r i sks o f j u m p i n g . 

Skyd i ve rs b e l i e v e d that risks o f s k y d i v i n g a l l o w e d i n d i v i d u a l s the chance to cha l lenge 

themse lves and to exp lo re and negot ia te the i r o w n persona l boundar ies , b u t they d i d 

no t a t tempt to increase the r isks tha t w e r e a l ready there. Rather than seek ing o u t 

chaos, skyd ive rs a c t i v e l y sought to reduce , manage and c o n t r o l the risks associated 

w i t h the i r sport . 

S m i t h ' s ( 2005 ) recent research o n f i nanc ia l t raders has emphas ised h o w traders a lso 

fee l a sense o f agency b y c o n t r o l l i n g and m a n a g i n g the risks associated w i t h the i r 

p ro fess ion . S m i t h p rov ides a d i f f e ren t take o n edgework . T h e f o l l o w i n g quo ta t i on is 

pa r t i cu la r l y in te res t ing i n th is respect: 
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G i v e n that m o s t f i nanc ia l t r ad ing i nvo l ves a h i g h degree o f r i s k -

a d m i t t e d l y m o r e f i nanc ia l t han phys i ca l , t hough ex t reme f i nanc ia l r i sk 

can enta i l phys i ca l risks, such as stress-related i l lness ― i t w o u l d seem 

to be an appropr ia te candidate f o r e d g e w o r k analys is . I t d i f f e r s from 

mos t sports re la ted h i g h - r i s k endeavors , howeve r , i n that mos t 

par t i c ipan ts genera l l y s t r ive to reduce the risk en ta i led rather than 

m a x i m i s e i t . M o s t skyd ive rs - the edgeworke rs w h o m L y n g i n i t i a l l y 

รณd ied - and other le isure risk takers f e r ven t l y embrace the r i s k 

fac tors o f the i r sport . I n contrast , m o s t f i nanc ia l t raders a t tempt to 

m i n i m i s e risk, l o o k i n g u p o n i t as a necessary b u t h o p e f u l l y 

con t ro l l ab le e lement o f w h a t they do . M o s t financial t raders, i n short , 

are no t gamb le rs seek ing the p s y c h o l o g i c a l r ush that the r i s k o f 

g a m b l i n g can generate. T h i s is no t to deny that t raders e n j o y , and even 

seek, an e m o t i o n a l h i g h associated w i t h the i r ac t i v i t y . I t is no t , I w i l l 

a rgue, a h i g h de r i ved f r o m the inherent r i sk o f the i r ac t i v i t y ( 2005 : 

188-189) . 

S m i t h ' s c o m m e n t that f i nanc ia l t r ad i ng d i f f e r s f r o m mos t h i g h - r i s k sports needs to be 

recons idered . I n a s i m i l a r w a y to S m i t h ' s f i n a n c i a l t raders, th is research has a lso 

suggested that the m a j o r i t y o f skyd i ve rs do no t i n ten t i ona l l y increase the r isks o f 

s k y d i v i n g . R isks descr ibed as b e i n g w i t h i n the i n d i v i d u a l ' s a b i l i t y to con t ro l we re 

seen as p leasurab le . A c c e p t a b l e r isks we re pos i t i ve l y ce lebrated and embraced , bu t as 

I have no ted , there exists a f undamen ta l d i f f e rence be tween 'accep tab le ' and 

' i r r espons ib l e ' r isks. C l e a r l y , skyd ive rs c o u l d have m a d e the i r spor t m o r e ex t reme. 

Fo r examp le , skyd i ve rs c o u l d j u m p w i t h o u t as A A D , b o m b o ther f o r m a t i o n s , fly i n 
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f r o n t o f o ther skyd i ve rs , take lega l and/or i l l ega l drugs w h i l s t j u m p i n g , refuse to car ry 

o u t safety checks , j u m p w i t h canopies that w e r e too s m a l l , ins is t on j u m p i n g i n bad 

weather cond i t i ons , de l ibe ra te ly open the i r canopy at a l o w a l t i tude or j u m p w i t h o u t a 

reserve parachute . Skyd i ve rs we re no t in terested i n inc reas ing the risks. A l l o f m y 

exper ienced i n f o r m a n t s emphas ised the impor tance o f con t ro l . I t was p rec ise ly issues 

o f con t ro l that exp la i ned w h y skyd i ve rs d i s l i k e d the idea o f a t a n d e m j u m p , and w h y 

sky d i vers encouraged รณdents to pack the i r o w n parachutes. I n d i v i d u a l s at t racted to 

the tandem j u m p as opposed to b e c o m i n g a skyd i ve r are those G o f f r n a n (1969) w o u l d 

ca l l ' pseudo-adven tu re rs ' ： they are able to sat is fy the i r cu r i os i t y b y expe r i enc i ng the 

e m o t i o n a l t h r i l l and exc i t emen t o f s k y d i v i n g w i t h o u t possessing the necessary 

competenc ies . U n l i k e the tandem j u m p , the appeal o f l ea rn ing to skyd i ve is that the 

i n d i v i d u a l is pe rsona l l y respons ib le fo r any con t ingenc ies that m a y occur . F r o m 

p a c k i n g the i r equ ipmen t to m a k i n g a successfu l l a n d i n g , e v e r y t h i n g rests o n the 

a b i l i t y o f the i n d i v i d u a l . A s a g r o w i n g a m o u n t o f peop le n o w feel p h y s i c a l l y and 

m e n t a l l y threatened b y forces b e y o n d the i r persona l c o n t r o l ( Lasch 1978) , one o f the 

cent ra l a t t rac t ions o f s k y d i v i n g is that the i n d i v i d u a l s k y d i v e r is d i r ec t l y respons ib le 

f o r m a n a g i n g the i r ac t ions and c o n t r o l l i n g any l i f e th rea ten ing s i tuat ions that m a y 

occur . 

Bane (1998 ) argues that ' t he t rend i n soc iety is to e l im ina te risk. I t ' s go t ten to the 

p o i n t whe re there are no m o r e sw ings i n p l ayg rounds . A t the same t i m e , peop le are 

say ing , * 'Whe re ' ร I nd iana Jones?" People need adventure i n the i r l i v e s ' ( 1998 : 64 ) . 

T h e need f o r adventure was also recogn ised i n the w o r k o f S i m m e l . F o r S i m m e l , 

m o d e m l i f e has den ied i n d i v i d u a l s the chance to be ftilly respons ib le agents. 

I n d i v i d u a l s can n o w l i v e a passive l i f e w i t h o u t any phys i ca l o r men ta l exe r t i on : 
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The I n d i v i d u a l has become a mere c o g i n an eno rmous o rgan isa t ion o f th ings 

and p o w e r s w h i c h tear from h is hands a l l p rogress, sp i r i t ua l i t y , and va lue i n 

o rder to t r ans fo rm t h e m f r o m the i r sub jec t i ve f o r m in to the f o r m o f a pu re l y 

ob jec t i ve l i f e . . . l i f e is made easy for the persona l i t y i n that s t imu la t i ons , 

interests, uses o f t ime and consc iousness are o f f e r e d to i t f r o m a l l sides. T h e y 

ca r ry the person as i f i n a s t ream, and one needs h a r d l y to s w i m fo r onese l f 

(1997a: 184) . 

S i m m e l argued that the adventure was as an ' i s l and i n l i f e ' as i t a l l o w e d the i n d i v i d u a l 

to b reak the c o n t i n u i t y o f eve ryday l i f e and escape the cons t ra in ing processes o f 

m o d e m l i v i n g . I ndeed , the exper iences that have been pushed to the fringes i n m o d e m 

t imes are the ve ry exper iences that skyd i ve rs va lue . A s a ' f o r m o f e x p e r i e n c i n g ' , 

l ea rn i ng to s k y d i v e o f f e r s the chance to o v e r c o m e the blasé at t i tude to sensat ions, to 

re juvenate our facu l t ies and take con t ro l o f our l i ves b y риф08е1у p u l l i n g ' the w o r l d 

i n t o ou rse lves ' ( S i m m e l 1997b: 225 ) . T h i s research has suggested tha t s k y d i v i n g 

p rov ides an o p p o r t u n i t y f o r i n d i v i d u a l s to d i sp lay courage, to con t ro l the i r fear, and to 

l i v e the i r l i f e w i t h a sense o f persona l agency. T o a cer ta in extent , skyd i ve rs have re-

learned h o w to s w i m fo r themse lves . B e c o m i n g a skyd i ve r o f f e r s the i n d i v i d u a l far 

m o r e than the pass ive, fab r i ca ted and p re -packaged sameness o f the amusemen t pa rk 

(Fe r re l l 2 0 0 1 ; H o l y f í e l d , Jonas and Z a j i c e k 2005 ) . A s G o f f m a n (1969 ) recogn ised 

'ser ious a c t i o n ' can be seen as compensa t i ng i n d i v i d u a l s f o r the l a c k o f d i rec t 

persona l c o n t r o l they exper ience i n the i r eve ryday l i ves . I n a soc ia l w o r l d whe re large 

numbers o f i n d i v i d u a l s p e r f o r m the i r eve ryday rou t ines w i t h men ta l de tachment 

( L y n g 1990) , are d is tanced f r o m the p roduc ts o f the i r l abou r ( M i l l s 1959) and 
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i nc reas ing ly p ro tec ted and insu la ted b y large bureaucra t ic o rgan isa t ions ( M i t c h e l l 

1983) the focused a t ten t ion necessary fo r s k y d i v i n g is a un ique and r e w a r d i n g 

exper ience. The absence o f c o n t r o l and loss o f a u t o n o m y i n ou r i n s t i ณ t i o n a l l i ves is 

the comp le te oppos i te to the he igh tened sense o f con t ro l and persona l sa t is fac t ion 

exper ienced by sky d i vers. A s par t i c ipants g radua l l y become compe ten t skyd i ve rs , 

they learn and deve lop the sk i l l s requ i red f o r r e m a i n i n g c a l m i n e x t r e m e l y t r y i n g 

c i rcumstances that are s i m p l y absent i n the over ra t iona l i sed rou t ines o f eve ryday l i f e 

( H a y w a r d 2 0 0 2 ; O ' M a l l e y and M u g f o r d 1994) . The s tab i l i t y o f our ' m o n o l i t h i c 

co rpora t ions and g o v e r n m e n t bureaucrac ies ' m a y be c o m f o r t i n g ( M i t c h e l l 1983: 223 ) 

b u t such reassurance comes at a ser ious cost. T h e p r i ce w e pay is the severe r e d u c t i o n 

o f cha l l eng ing exper iences and thus the dehuman isa t i on that accompan ies an o v e r l y 

ra t iona l i sed and s tandard ised ex is tence. The resul t is w h a t H a y w a r d pess im is t i ca l l y 

ca l ls the ' h y p e r - b a n a l i z a t i o n ' o f eve ryday l i f e ( 2 0 0 2 : 84) . T o conc lude i t is 

appropr ia te to cons ider the w o r d s o f C o h e n and T a y l o r : ' W e do no t w a n t a w o r l d i n 

w h i c h the guarantee o f no l onger d y i n g o f hunger is exchanged f o r the risk o f d y i n g o f 

b o r e d o m ' (1993 : 160). A s th is thesis has demonst ra ted , d y i n g o f b o r e d o m is ce r ta in l y 

n o t a risk that can be associated w i t h s k y d i v i n g . 

8.7 Limitations and Future Research 

T h e p r i m a r y me thods o f data c o l l e c t i o n f o r th is research cons is ted o f semi -s t rucณred 

i n t e r v i ews and pa r t i c i pan t observa t ion . The dec i s ion to e m p l o y these me thods 

re f lec ted the need to exp lo re and unders tand the w o r l d o f s k y d i v i n g from the ins ide 

and to revea l the іп1ефге Їа Ї І0П8 and mean ings that can o f t en be concea led f r o m those 

outs ide the s k y d i v i n g c o m m u n i t y . A l t h o u g h no o ther m e t h o d w o u l d have a l l o w e d 

such access to the i n te r i o r (Sut i les 1967) , there are in te res t ing quest ions that have 
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been generated by this รณdy that inevitably remain unanswered. For example, critics 

w i l l note that this research has not investigated gender differences in relation to the 

overall experience o f skydiving. Al though an increasing amount o f women are now 

engaging in high-risk pursuits (Celsi et al. 1993) much voluntary risk-taking is sti l l 

viewed as a masculine domain (Harrel l 1986). Lyng (1990) has also noted how men 

are more l ikely to engage in edgework activities and my own sample reflected the 

high proportion o f male skydivers at the drop zone. Lois's (2005) recent research has 

added a new dimension to the existing l i teratoe on voluntary risk taking by 

systematically analysing the role o f gender. By studying a volunteer search and rescue 

group in the Rocky Mountains she examined the differences between male and female 

members in relation to how they managed their emotions 'before, during and after 

their most dangerous, stressful or gruesome missions' ( ib id: 118). According to Lois: 

Women and men experienced edgework differently, inteφret ing and 

managing feelings in gender-specific ways whi le they prepared for missions, 

performed high risk activities, reflected on their participation, and made 

sense o f their actions (2005: 122). 

Whi ls t this research has not focused on the issue o f gender, future research 

investigating the wor ld o f skydiving would undoubtedly benefit from taking Lois 's 

findings into account by риф05е1у investigating whether there are significant 

gendered differences in relation to skydiving. 

This thesis could also be criticised for solely focusing on one particular parachute 

centre in the United K ingdom, indeed, o f l imi t ing my study to the wor ld o f skydiving. 
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Questions inevitably remain unanswered due to the l imitations in terms o f both the 

size and scope o f the research. Nevertheless, I make no claims to the generalisability 

o f my findings in relation to other 'high-r isk' sports, and as I stated in chapter three, 

no other methods could have generated such rich data in relation to the social wor ld o f 

skydiving or have provided such a thorough understanding o f the meanings that 

skydivers construct to make sense o f their activity. 

One o f the most interesting unanswered questions to have emerged f rom this research 

relates to what we are to understand by the word 'extreme'. Al though I would agree 

w i th my informants that skydiving should be understood as an 'extreme sport' there 

are clearly other pursuits that deal w i th more extreme conditions. B.A.S.E. jumping, 

c l imbing without ropes or deep sea diving without oxygen are all appropriate 

examples. Unl ike skydiving, such activities appear not to offer the various safety nets 

that I have discussed throughout this thesis. As Ferrell notes: 

BASE jumping ups the ante appreciably on the already risky sport o f 

skydiving; in comparison to skydivers exit ing a moving plane at altiณde, 

BASE jumpers have no forward velocity to help pul l open their chutes, no 

time to correct for mistakes or deploy backup chutes, and litt le control over 

exit points or landing areas, which BASE jumpers are forced to access 

surreptitiously and i l legally. In BASE jumping, the edge between chaos and 

order, creativity and destruction, is a thin one indeed (2001 ： 82). 

Future research projects could explore this issue further by collecting data on 

'extreme' activities where the safety procedures adhered to by skydivers are simply 
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not valued. Aside f rom examining the perceptions o f risk held by both novice and 

experienced participants and examining to what extent their risk perceptions change 

and evolve, useful research could also explore such pursuits to investigate whether 

participants also experience a strong sense o f 'communitas' and identity based on 

their activities. A study o f B.A.ร.E jumping could add a further dimension by 

exploring the boundaries between legal and i l legal behaviour and รณdy the meanings 

that such boundaries have for both novice and experienced participants. Adopt ing a 

developmental approach to researching such activities would provide interesting 

comparative data in relation to this research and enhance our understanding o f a 

diversity o f fascinating, yet neglected, social worlds. 

Comparative data taken from a number o f different and apparently ' low-r isk ' pursuits 

are also required to increase our overall understanding o f voluntary risk-taking. If , as 

Smith has stated, a defining ґеаШге o f the risk society may imply that voluntary risk 

taking is 'happening around us in our everyday lives to a much greater extent than we 

realise' (2005: 199), then future sociological research should also cast a crit ical eye on 

activities not previously associated w i th being on the edge. Smith's (2005) own 

research on financial traders and Sjöberg'ร (2005) work on intellectual risk-taking are 

particularly relevant examples, but more research is needed on such actions. I f the 

'ski l ls, competencies and symbolic resources' required for activities such as skydiving 

'have been increasingly in demand by the risk societies evolving in the last two 

hundred years' (Lyng 2005a: 7), then research needs to move beyond the domain o f 

leisure and explore other mundane areas o f social l i fe such as poli t ics, work, 

consumption, sexuality and health. Such studies could have interesting and unforeseen 

implications. Al though voluntary risk taking has been ' largely o f f l imi ts ' , sociologists 
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can no longer ignore the flourishing opportunities to engage w i th an increasingly wide 

variety o f high-risk activities that saณrate our everyday lives. Indeed, the increasing 

popularity o f such behaviours in a diversity o f social contexts may 'mirror the climate 

o f late-modernity i tse l f (Reith 2005: 241). Future research w i l l need to determine 

whether the sensations and emotional experiences produced by voluntari ly taking 

risks are more in demand than one could have previously imagined. 
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Appendix 1 ： R.A.P.ร. and A.F.F. Progression Levels 

Table 1 ะ Ram Air Progression System 

C a t e g o r y R e q u i r e m e n t s 

1 Completed ground t ra in ing for first j u m p 

2 First j u m p ― 1 further static l ine descent 

3 3 d u m m y ripcord p u l l descents 

4 First free fa l l (3 seconds) 一 5 second delay 

5 2 x 1 0 second delays 

6 2 x 1 5 second delays 

ᄀ 2 X 360 degree turns w i t h precis ion 

8 D i v e ex i t 

Unstable exit 

Backloop(ร) 

T rack ing and track turns 

Qua l i f y i ng j u m p for Category 8 ( inc lud ing tums, a back loop, t rack, 

wave o f f and pu l l ) 

Source - B r i t i s h Pa rachu te Assoc ia t ion 
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Table 2: Accelerated Free Fall 

L e v e l R e q u i r e m e n t s 

Has completed ground school and achieved the f o l l ow ing : 

Heading awareness 

Awareness o f al t imeter and instructors 

Reasonably co-ordinated practice pul ls 

Pu l l on instructors signal 

Add i t i ona l exercises may be int roduced at the instructors discret ion at any 

subsequent level 

Free arm t ime 

Practice Pul ls 

Reasonable body pos i t ion 

Solo pu l l on o w n alt i tude awareness 

Leg and arm awareness 

Heading maintenance (wh i l s t to ta l ly relaxed) 

4 Start and stop turn(ร) 

T u m s left and right 

Solo exit 

Sub-terminal contro l 

A t tempt backloop(ร) 

T rack ing 
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Wave o f f 

ᄀ D i v e exi t 

Al ternate 360 degree turns 

Backloop(ร) 

Track and track turns 

Wave o f f 

8 Solo exi t and pu l l stable w i t h i n 10 seconds 

Source - British Parachute Association 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions 

1) How long have you been skydiving? 

2) How many jumps have you made? 

3) Wou ld you describe skydiving as an extreme sport? Why? 

4) What is it about skydiving that ini t ial ly attracted you? 

5) D id anyone you know disapprove o f you taking up the sport? 

6) How did you deal wi th this? 

7) Do you think skydiving is particularly dangerous? 

8) Have you ever had to pul l your reserve parachute? 

9) Have you ever been involved in what could be described as a dangerous 

siณation whi lst skydiving? 

10) Do skydivers take safety seriously? 

11) Do you think some skydivers take unnecessary risks? 

12) How does the centre deal wi th this? 

13) Have you ever come across anyone who takes drugs to enhance their 

experience o f jumping? 

14) Have their been any serious injuries at the centre? 

15) A n y fatalities? 

16) Do you know how many deaths there are f rom skydiving each year in the UK? 

17) Do you know anyone who has given up the sport? 

18) Why do accidents happen? 

19) Why do you think some individuals complete the training and make their first 

j u m p but never want to repeat the experience? 

20) Do you still get scared before jumping? 
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21) How do/did you overcome this fear? 

22) How would you describe the overall experience o f skydiving to someone 

who 'd never done it before? 

23) Is skydiving a sport for adrenalin junkies? 

24) What are some o f the stereotypical views that people have about skydivers? 

How accurate do you think such views are? 

25) Do you think skydivers are largely misunderstood by those outside the 

skydiving community? 

26) Do you feel that your views and expectations about skydiving have changed in 

any way since you took up the sport? 

27) D id you find it hard to talk to skydivers when you first started? 

28) Do you socialise wi th other skydivers? On a regular basis? 

29) Has skydiving increased your overall confidence? 

30) Do you think skydiving has changed your life? 

31 ) Why do you think that an increasing amount o f people are attracted to extreme 

sports l ike skydiving? 
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