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Abstract
Group status hierarchies can affect the experience of individuals and the outcomes in groups
of outdoor adventure education programs. As status is associated with perceived competence,
this study aimed to explore the strategies used by group members to influence others’ perceptions of their competence in an educational expedition group. Drawing on ethnographic data, a
Bourdieusian sociological framework was used to highlight the rationale underlying the different strategies identified. First, we examined the group communication dynamics, and situated
participants’ communication and leadership acts in the specific hierarchical social context of the
group. Second, we identified three categories of strategies aiming at improving one’s perceived
competence: a) implicit claim of expertise, b) strategies that threatened the status of others or
group outcomes, and c) strategies to mitigate status disadvantages. Building on these results, we
proposed ways for practitioners to improve inclusivity, student safety, and learning.
KEYWORDS: Group dynamics, gender, Bourdieu, status processes, social justice

Introduction
The majority of outdoor adventure education (OAE) programs are group-based (Ewert &
McAvoy, 2000). Groups are dynamic social systems in which status hierarchies emerge (Forsyth,
2014). Group status hierarchies involve an order of esteem and influence between individuals
which is often related to social structure in society (e.g., social classes, gender, racial identities) (Ridgeway, 2014). In the outdoor field, we know that gender, race, and ability are decisive
characteristics in determining status (Rose & Paisley, 2012; Warren et al., 2014). In the outdoor
media (Fraysse & Mennesson, 2009; Frohlick, 2005; McNiel et al., 2012) and as seen in scientific
contributions to this field (Gray et al., 2017; Mitten et al., 2017), high-status individuals are often
Caucasian athletic men. Within the professional area of outdoor leadership, women still have a
lower status and face various forms of discrimination and marginalization (Allen-Craig et al.,
2020; Evans & Anderson, 2018; Gray & Mitten, 2018; Karoff et al., 2018). In the context of ex-
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pedition groups, Richmond and his colleagues (2016) found that male students achieved higher
status than most experienced female students.
Group status hierarchies can affect the experience of individuals and groups of OAE programs in many ways (Ewert & McAvoy, 2000; Goldenberg & Soule, 2011; Sibthorp & Jostad,
2014). First, the lower status of women who are professionals in the outdoor field is associated
with a distorted sense of worthiness and belonging as well as giving up on one’s career (Allin,
2000; Avery, 2015; Lugg, 2003; Warren et al., 2018; Wright & Gray, 2013). Second, status hierarchies influence group cohesion (Eys et al., 2008) in a context where it is important for group
members to work together to solve problems and overcome challenges (Ewert & McAvoy, 2000;
Miles, 1999). Third, status hierarchies are also known to impair group performance when those
who influence decisions are not the most competent. For example, in a survival task scenario
(Thomas-Hunt & Phillips, 2004), women were perceived by group members as less competent
than men, even if they performed equally or better. Groups in which the expert was a woman
failed to harness her expertise and consequently underperformed compared with groups in
which the expert was a man.
To date, few studies in OAE have been conducted in order to examine how individuals
achieve status in expedition groups. One study looked at the division of labor in a group and
identified gender-based strategies used by group members to improve or maintain their social
status (Ouellet & Laberge, 2021). This study underscored how the value and meaning attached
to skills and activities are critically important in determining who achieves status in a group.
In this group, the high value attached to both interpersonal skills and technical skills favoured
women’s status. While local culture is a decisive feature of the expedition group’s status structure,
there is still a lack of scientific information available with regard to the personal behaviors that
might affect one’s status in an expedition group. Building on the status process literature and on a
bourdieusian sociological framework, this study explored how expedition group members, in an
educational context, maintained or gained status through their discourse and social interactions.

Status Processes Literature
Researchers have used various theoretical backgrounds to understand why and how individuals attain higher statuses within groups (Cheng et al., 2014; Ridgeway, 2001). In the following section, we present the most relevant findings of the expectation states theory and the
impression management literature.
The sociologist Joseph Berger and other scholars used expectation states theory to demonstrate that, in goal-oriented groups, the status of members depends highly on the expectation
others have about members’ future performance on the task (Berger et al., 1980). According to
this theory, members of newly established groups draw on cultural beliefs about the differential
group members’ characteristics, also called status characteristics, to confer status worthiness
and competence on one another. Status characteristics can be specific (objective skills) or diffuse (gender, age, ethnic categories, etc.). A large body of research provided empirical evidence
concerning the impacts of differential social categories on performance expectations and groups’
status structure. Gender, ethnic groups, age, occupation, class (Berger et al., 1980; Meeker &
Weitzel-O’Neill, 1977; Ridgeway, 2014) and even physical appearance (Frevert & Walker, 2014;
Jackson et al., 1995) are known to affect the performance expectations of individuals when group
members differ in terms of these characteristics, such as in mixed-gender or interracial groups.
According to Ridgeway (2001), “the order of performance expectations creates and maintains
a hierarchy of participation, evaluation, and influence among the actors that constitutes the
group’s status structure” (p. 357).
While social structures play an important role in the status allocation processes, specific
behaviors used by individuals to influence others perception of themselves can also be decisive.
The impression management literature highlighted how individuals try, consciously and unconhttp://www.ejorel.com/
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sciously, to convey a specific image of themselves that might enhance their status (for a review,
see Leary & Kowalski, 1990; Leary et al., 2014). People use a wide range of behaviors or signals
to influence others’ perceptions of their instrumental social value (e.g., motivations toward the
group, resources, competence) and thus, improve or maintain their status (Anderson & Kilduff,
2009b; Anderson et al., 2012; Blader & Chen, 2014; Cialdini & de Nicholas, 1989; Leary et al.,
2014; Ridgeway, 1982). For example, sociologist Erving Goffman (1959) described how individuals interact, in face-to-face contexts, in a way that lets them present themselves in an advantageous manner and control their image. Other scholars demonstrated that certain attitudes, such
as overconfidence or dominance, could influence one’s perceived competence and influence one’s
status within a group (Anderson et al., 2012; Anderson & Kilduff, 2009a).
In summary, perceived competence plays a critical role in status allocation processes.
Inaccurate evaluations of one another’s actual competence may cause biases within the social
status structures of the group that can subsequently influence social interaction between group
members. Interaction between individuals may send misleading implicit messages about one
another’s competence and bias self-assessments; it can embolden status-advantaged groups as
opposed to status-disadvantaged groups (Ridgeway, 2019).
In the outdoor field, inaccurate self-assessments of competence can affect student safety
and learning (Schumann & Sibthorp, 2016). Overestimation of one’s skills is associated to risky
behaviors and accidents. On the other hand, underestimation of one’s own competence could
lead individuals to withdraw from learning opportunities and avoid challenges. In this regard,
scholars exposed that men tend to overestimate their competence while women tend to underestimate it (Warren & Loeffler, 2006). Male instructors tend to expose their groups to riskier
situations that lead to a greater ratio of accidents (Davidson, 2004). In order to foster inclusivity,
student safety and learning in the outdoor field, a better understanding of the ways expedition
group members influence the perception of their competence is needed. To our knowledge, previous studies in OAE have not examined this phenomenon. To address this gap in the literature,
this study aimed to explore the strategies used by participants to influence others’ perceptions
of their competences in an educational expedition group. Particular attention was paid to the
impacts of gender, age and, to a lesser extent, social class.

Bourdieu’s Theoretical Framework
This study relied on Bourdieu’s sociological framework, which is suitable for examining
social dynamics in a natural setting. It also offers powerful heuristic tools to further our understanding of status processes within an expedition group. More specifically, the concepts of field
and symbolic capital (Bourdieu, 2016) as well as the literature about language and symbolic
power (Bourdieu & Thompson, 2014) helped us identify expedition group members’ strategies
to manage others’ perceptions of their proficiency.
Bourdieu developed the concept of field to understand the relations between agents in specialized and differentiated social spaces (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2014). The concept of field offers
a relational way of thinking that considers individuals’ hierarchical positions and the structure of
the relations between the positions occupied by all agents in a given social space (field) (Bourdieu
& Wacquant, 2014). More precisely, a field, like a group, is a multidimensional space made up of
positions, in which each social agent (person) occupies an “objective” position that is more or
less dominated or dominant. Bourdieu compared the field dynamic to a game in which the position occupied by each player depends on the volume and the structure of their assets (capital)
and the relative value of those assets in the game. Economic capital, social capital (relationships)
and cultural capital are the main forms of capital (Bourdieu, 2016). Symbolic capital, also defined
as prestige, can be any kind of capital (e.g., economic, social, cultural, educational, scientific,
physical) perceived as having a high value in a given field (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2014).
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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Bourdieu (1979; 2015; 2016) identified multiple kinds of strategies aimed at generating
symbolic profits (capital) likely to help maintain or improve one’s position in a field. Some of
these strategies consist of accumulating valued capital (e.g., specific skills) and/or appearing to
possess such capital. Others consist of maintaining or modifying the rules to one’s advantage
(e.g., influencing the hierarchy of the values of the different forms of capital) (Bourdieu, 2015).
In this study, we mainly focused on strategies that concern the appearance of possessing valued
capital and examined communication that implicitly conveyed competence.
Agents’ dispositions and positions in a given game influence the strategies they can and
should use. Agents’ dispositions are shaped by previous social conditions in which gender and
class play an important role (Bourdieu, 1998; 2015; McCall, 1992). Dispositions are lasting
ways of being and thinking. They work unconsciously through practical schemes of perception
and appreciation that influence individuals’ preferences, choices, and practices. According to
Bourdieu (2015; 2016), agents’ dispositions, also called habitus, give an intuitive understanding
of one’s position in different social spaces, a feeling of what can, or cannot, be done; they provide
a “sense of the game.”
Educational expeditions designed to train outdoor leaders are significant contexts in which
the status game at play within a group can be examined (Ouellet & Laberge, 2021). This study
aimed to identify the main strategies used by undergraduate students in an educational expedition group to convey an impression of competence in order to maintain or gain status. During
the first phase, we used our corpus of ethnographic data to situate each group member’s “objective” position (volume and forms of capital) and map the group’s hierarchical social structure.
During the second phase, we used the mapping of the objective group structure, along with characteristics such as gender and age, to understand the discourse and interaction used by group
members to influence the perception of their proficiency in this specific context.

Methods
Our study used an inductive and qualitative approach. More specifically, it is a case study
(Yin, 2018) that draws on ethnographic methods (O’Reilly, 2004) and a structuralist-constructivist approach (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 2014) in order to examine the impact of the structures
and constraints on participants (the forces of the field) as well as their agency. It is important to
note that this study is part of a larger research project. Thus, the same corpus of data and similar
methods have been used in another manuscript (Ouellet & Laberge, 2021); however, the data set,
the analysis focus, and the results used here are specific to the current paper.

Characteristics of the Expedition and Participant Group
Participant observation took place during an expedition organized as part of an outdoor
adventure leadership undergraduate program at a university in Quebec (Canada). University
students organized and carried out a 28-day wilderness canoe expedition in Northern Quebec
during their sixth and final term of study. The expedition’s main objective was to put outdoor
leadership skills into practice. To this end, each student led one day of the expedition. Group
members discussed the performance of the leader of the day in the daily feedback sessions.
A total of 24 students (7 women and 17 men) participated in the expedition. The average age
was 24 (± 3.9). Three instructors (one woman and two men) accompanied the group, as did the
lead researcher, whose official and explicit role was that of an observer–participant. Participants
had already known the researcher for two years because she had taught them a course the previous year. She did not participate in the daily feedback sessions but performed certain tasks if
they did not compromise data collection. Knowing the students in advance served to establish a
relationship of trust with the participants and facilitated the data collection (Miles & Huberman,
2003).
http://www.ejorel.com/
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Ethics Approval
The scientific and ethics committees of Université de Montréal approved the study. All the
participants signed the informed consent forms following the information sessions led by the
lead researcher.

Data Collection
Data collection involved a four-step process using mixed methods. First, we used a preexpedition questionnaire to document the previous expedition experiences of each participant.
Second, the lead researcher served as a participant observer during the expedition. She used diverse methods to collect observational data: audio excerpts of daily feedback sessions and group
discussions, conversational interviews with each participant, observation of interactions, as well
as photographs and videos taken while participants were dealing with technical obstacles on
the water. The lead researcher wrote daily descriptive reports about the events of the day and a
reflective journal to document her impressions and the various roles she occupied within the
group (O’Reilly, 2004).
Third, in the months following the expedition, the lead researcher conducted semi-structured interviews with a sample group of 17 of the 24 students (n=17: 7W, 10M) who participated
in the expedition. The interview framework consisted of open-ended questions that primarily
concerned participants’ athletic and outdoor background, their outdoor and expedition experience, the tasks they performed during the expedition, their notion of what makes a good outdoor leader, and their perception of men and women in an outdoor context. In addition, some
questions were designed to help the lead researcher to grasp certain participants’ perceptions of
specific events during the expedition. These personalized questions aimed to validate specific
interpretations drawn from the participant observation phase in order to improve the validity
of those interpretations. The interviews were held in a coffee shop to attenuate the difference
in status between the researcher and the students (Miles & Huberman, 2003). Fourth, in order
to complete participant profiles, non-interviewed participants answered, by email, open-ended
questions concerning their families, sports, outdoor socialization, and outdoor professional experience.

Data Analysis
Data were analyzed in order to: a) determine participants’ objective positions in the group
regarding their outdoor experience and map the capital structure of the group (Figure 1); b)
understand the potential rationale underlying participants’ communication and interaction and,
to a limited extent, their actions, in this hierarchical social context; and c) examine the effects of
social positioning strategies on participants and/or on the group’s outcomes.
To determine the objective position of each group member, we transformed our qualitative data related to participants’ cultural capital into quantitative data (Table 1). According to
Bourdieu (1979), the most accurate measures of cultural capital are those related to its acquisition time. Therefore, we estimated the length of time each participant had been involved in the
outdoor field since childhood. This process allowed us to determine a measure of cultural capital
specific to the discipline of the expedition (white-water technical expertise) and their general
outdoor cultural capital, which includes a large range of sporting and outdoor experiences. We
also considered their socioeconomic background by identifying their parents’ socio-professional
category, which we regarded as inherited cultural capital. Scores associated with each dimension
were calculated for each participant in order to estimate their respective volume and structure of
cultural capital. Table 2 offers an example of how scores were calculated.1
1
Complete compilation of data pertaining to participants’ cultural capital was not included in the current manuscript
as this information could compromise the anonymity of participants.
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Table 1
Variable Definitions and Indicators
Subtypes of cultural capital

Variable

Indicators

Cultural capital specific to the sports
Professional experience in white-water rafting,
- Number of seasons worked in the field
0 to 4
discipline of the expedition
canoeing and/or kayaking			
					
Recreational experience in white-water rafting,
0. No recreational experience (No)
0 or 1
canoeing and/or kayaking
1. Recreational experience (Yes)

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Unemployed
Laborer
Technician
Professional
Senior professional / Executive

- Number of seasons worked

1 to 5

0 to 15

Outdoor cultural capital
Sports socialization
0. None
0 to 3
		
1. Played recreational sports occasionally
		
or up to one season (Occ.)
		
2. Played recreational sports moderately
		
(1 to 3 seasons) (Mod.)
		
3. Played competitive sports or highly involved
		
(more than three seasons) (High)
				
Outdoor socialization
0. None
0 to 4
		
1. Practised an outdoor activity occasionally
		
(e.g., initiation) (Occ.)
		
2. Practised a non-specific outdoor activity (e.g.,
		
time in nature, hunting and fishing) (Mod.)
		
3. Practised outdoor activities regularly with family
		
and/or school (High)
			
Prior outdoor studies (degrees,
discipline, years of study)
0. None
0 to 4
		
1. Extracurricular outdoor program (primary/
		
secondary/college) (Extra.)
		
2. Professional outdoor program (1 year of studies)
		
(Prof. prog. 1)
		
3. Professional outdoor program (1 year of studies at
		
the master’s level) (Prof. prog. 2)
		
4. Professional outdoor program (3 years of study)
		
(Prof. prog. 3)
		
* The values were added together if a participant
		
took two programs
Professional outdoor experience
(discipline other than the discipline of
the expedition)
Inherited cultural capital
Parents’ socio-professional category
		
		
		
		

http://www.ejorel.com/
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Table 2
Example of Data Calculation and Compilation

Professional
experience

Recreational
experience

Sports
socialization

Outdoor
socialization

Prior outdoor
studies

Participant
Sex
Specific cultural capital
Outdoor cultural capital
					

M
M
W

0
0.5
4

No
Yes
Yes

0
1
1

Occ.
Occ.
High

1
1
3

Mod.
Occ.
High

2
1
3

None
Prof. prog. 3
Extra. + Prof. prog. 3

0
4
5

Professional
outdoor experience

0
3
0

		
No. of seasons
Yes/No
Score
Value
Score
Value
Score
Value
Score
No. of seasons
		worked									
worked
George
Harry
Zoe

Capital

Total score

Inherited cultural
capital

Score

2.3
6.6
12.8

Total
volume

Value

1
3
4

Parents’ socioprofessional category

Unemployed
Tech.
Prof.

Occasionally: Occ.; Moderately: Mod.; Extracurricular outdoor program: Extra.; Professional outdoor program (1 year of studies): Prof. prog. 1; Professional outdoor program (1 year of studies at the
master’s level): Prof. prog. 2; Professional outdoor program (3 years of study): Prof. prog. 3; Technician: Tech.; Professional: Prof.; Senior professional / Executive: Sen. prof.
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Based on each participant’s score, we estimated the distribution structure of cultural capital
within the group (Figure 1). Since it was not possible to precisely determine a value hierarchy
among variables, we assigned them an equivalent weight. The score obtained by each participant
has no inherent value; it only serves to compare participants and to apply a relational approach
to the data analysis. Moreover, the chart of the group’s cultural capital distribution structure is
imprecise; it is based on value approximations of the various subtypes of cultural capital and
does not take into consideration all types of capital that may affect the field under consideration.
Consequently, Figure 1 should be seen as an additional tool, along with characteristics such as
gender and age, used to further our understanding of social interactions within the group.
Finally, we identified the communication and interaction aimed at influencing, consciously
or not, the perception of one’s competence. In order to identify specific strategies, we conducted
a latent thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) informed by Bourdieu’s sociological framework (2015; 2016). First, we familiarized with the data set and coded it. Then, we collated codes
in order to identify overarching themes and sub-themes that evolved and were refined throughout the multiple and iterative rounds of data analysis (O’Reilly, 2004; Yin, 2018). The idea was
to arrive at a tentative explanation and definition of each theme, test them against the data, and
adjust or completely change them until the data not contradicted them (Yin, 2018). Creativity
and Bourdieu’s framework inspired us in naming themes and sub-themes.
Various tactics were used to verify or confirm the results. Several sources of information
(daily reports, audio excerpts, videos, photographs, interview transcripts and the researcher’s
personal journal) were used to validate the interpretation of data and identify dissonance between
sources.
Moreover,
thein
ways
interpreted
The
“Sense
of one’s
place”
theresearchers
“social status
game” various situations were validated with 14
certain participants during interviews or through email communications. Researchers used the
verbatims of the interviews and feedback sessions as well as the main researcher’s field note, photos and videos to triangulate data and eliminate discrepancies that emerged (Miles & Huberman,
Figure 1
2003).
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Results and Discussion
A detailed examination of the data allowed us to grasp the group communication dynamics
and situate participants’ communication and leadership acts in the specific hierarchical social
context. Considering that public communication can represent a means to distinguish oneself
(Bourdieu & Thompson, 2014), we further examined the discourse content of participants’ exchanges and the dynamic of group interactions. Data analysis highlighted different competencybased strategies aimed at influencing others’ perception of one’s expertise or abilities. In the
following sections, we first present an overview of the group’s communication and leadership
dynamics, and then detail each strategy, providing evidence.

1. Communication and Leadership Dynamics
The results indicate that there is an association between participants’ volume of capital and
the number of times they spoke during large group discussions. In general, participants with a
larger volume of capital expressed their opinions more often and initiated more group discussions. For example, the three participants with the greatest volumes of capital spoke at every
group discussion (12 of 12 opportunities), whereas those with the smallest volumes of capital
spoke rarely (2 of 12 opportunities). Participants with lower volumes of capital appear to have
stayed in the background so as to avoid being judged by others. They adopted defensive practices (Goffman, 1959) that might also be called self-protection strategies that aim at avoiding
criticism. Being distant, hiding or withdrawing from group activities are examples of defensive practices. In this regard, we suggest that class, as it is related to inherited cultural capital
and furthers participants’ outdoor experience, might have played a critical role in this process.
According to Bourdieu (2015), people have an intuitive sense of their position in the social space
and unconsciously adjust their actions in the light of their objective chances of being judged
positively when they act. For instance, speaking in front of the group might seem risky for one
person but not another: a participant with a smaller volume of capital than his colleague said he
was surprised and inspired by the latter’s propensity to express his opinions.
I find that you [John2 (Volume (V)=8.3)3] aren’t afraid to share your opinion in front
of the group. […] In that respect, you provide a model. I think that it’s important, if
you really have something significant to say, to say it without fear of what others think.
(Liam, V=5.4)4
The difference in volume of capital between these participants helps explain why they did
not have an equal probability of producing what Bourdieu (2015, p. 118) calls a “performativity
effect,” i.e., a performative statement that is judged positively (e.g., taking a position that will be
supported by a majority of the group). It would appear that participants had interiorized the
probability of producing such an effect and that this probability was closely tied to their objective
position in the group (as determined by the volume and structure of their capital).
When participants made references to exercising leadership and contributing to group decisions, they often spoke of “taking their place.” As the following excerpts from the feedback
sessions show, participants with smaller volumes of capital aspired to have a greater presence in
the group:
One of my main goals is […] to take my place in front of a group, because the bigger
the group, the more I tend to be introverted and withdraw increasingly into my head,
to go into a corner and not say anything at all. In a big group like that, it’s really a major
challenge for me to take my place. (Zach, V=5.1)
Pseudonyms are used to ensure the anonymity of participants.
Number represents the total volume of participant’s capital.
Participants’ quotations have been translated from French.

2
3
4
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Sometimes I avoid making decisions for fear of not living up to expectations, so that’s
why I was more passive […]. I lack self-confidence sometimes when it comes to making decisions that involve the whole group. (Noah, V=3.0)
In addition to the influence of the volume of capital, which somehow is also an indicator
of social class, other intersections, such as age, gender and physical appearance, seem to have
influenced participants’ “sense of place”5 (i.e., the intuitive sense of one’s position in terms of
other group members). Data analysis suggests that disadvantageous status characteristics could
have mitigated the positive outcomes associated to a high volume of capital and vice versa. For
example, despite a relatively high total volume of capital, Eve, the youngest and the smallest
woman of the group aspired and struggled to “take her place”. She felt that her personal characteristics represented obstacles to her credibility in the outdoor professional field and, to a lesser
extent, within the group.
I find it’s difficult to make a place for yourself when you are a woman in this field. I
found it hard to take my place, to have others consider me credible, especially when
you are petite like me. (Eve, V=7.6)
To some extent, the desire to “take one’s place” is the desire to show that one can speak with
authority and assume a “subjective” position not yet held within the group. The sense of legitimacy to do it appears to be closely tied to a participant’s “objective” position, which is positively or
negatively affected by their gender and age. Moreover, as we will demonstrate, interactions with
other participants could also influence one’s perception of having the legitimacy to speak up. In
the following sections, we present how the participants’ objective position and dispositions could
influence the interactional dynamics and the strategies deployed to be perceived competent.

2. Strategies Aimed at Improving One’s Perceived Competence
Competence and the perception of competence are related to status within goal-oriented
groups that subsequently influence the nature of interactions within the group. Our findings
indicate that participants adopted different strategies in order to influence the perception group
members had of their competences. Some of these were explicit (e.g., peer coaching, teaching
skills and demonstrations), while others were implicit and found in either the content of discourse or the manner of interacting with other members. Each strategy, except for the explicit
skills demonstrations that are too obvious (e.g., showing one’s skills during peer coaching, technical skills demonstrations and teaching), is detailed in the following sections. Table 3 shows a
summary of these strategies.
2.1 Implicit Claims of Expertise
Certain actions can indirectly influence how others perceive one’s skills (Goffman, 1959).
We observed that some statements expressed an implicit claim to possessing a certain authority
(Bourdieu & Thompson, 2014). We present three examples of this: the “theory effect”, the “judge”
perspective and “choosing” to take one’s place or not.
The “Theory Effect.” Some participants allowed themselves to produce what Bourdieu
(2016) calls “theory effects.”
“A theory effect […] is the specific product of anyone claiming to speak theoretically
about the world. […] It involves explaining, with a greater or lesser degree of social
authority, the nature of the social world and how it is to be viewed” (p. 474; unofficial
translation).
5
The expression “sense of one’s place” comes from Goffman (1959) and was later used by Bourdieu (1989). It refers
to the intuitive sense of one’s position in the social space, the position of others and the according adjustment of agent’s
practices.

http://www.ejorel.com/

48
OUELLET AND LABERGE
The “Sense of one’s place” in the “social status game”

29

Table 3
Strategies Aimed at Improving One’s Perceived Competence
Implicit claims of expertise (could be bluff or not)
The “theory effect”
The “judge” perspective
“Choosing” to take one’s
place or not

Relying on
on social
social norms
norms or
or theory
theory to
to impose
influence
the views
ways people
Relying
one’s
on
will judge and
appreciate
others in
a manner that will benefit
meaningful
topics
in the outdoor
field.
their own status.
Positioning oneself as skilled enough to criticize or judge peers’
performances.
Highlighting one’s choice to reduce leadership contribution
implicitly suggests a sufficient competence to do it.

Threatening strategies
Taking another’s place

Showing higher confidence (overconfidence) than more
competent individuals while stating one’s opinions.

Showing the “right” way
of doing thing

Using the notoriety of others to appear more competent than
them.
Acting as if the common rules do not apply to oneself (e.g.,
compromising another’s authority in order to demonstrate a
skill or mastery of the situation).

Being an outlaw

Being rude

Using dominant behaviors in order to have the opportunity to
demonstrate one’s competence.

Strategies to mitigate status disadvantages
Self-protection strategies

Being distant, hiding or withdrawing from group activities in
order to avoiding criticism.

Appearing to follow the
rules

Giving explicit cues about one’s skills or competence while
appearing uninterested by status enhancement.

Accordingly, verbalizations by participants with a certain level of outdoor experience
sometimes took the form of statements with a theoretical tone pertaining to leadership, guidImplications
for practitioners
ance or the outdoor field. Here
are two examples:
The outdoor world is one of uncertainty where you cannot say “if I had known” and
This study has shown how, in the context of an educational expedition, the unequal and
“I should have.” (John, V=8.3)
differentiated
of capital
a group,
coupled with gender and age, guided
A guide ondistribution
time is a guide
who isamong
late. (Zach,
V=5.1)
participants’
to express
directlya or
indirectly
influence
others’ perception
their
skills.
These twostrategies
statements
claim
to possessing
the expertise
required toofsay
what
is important and to designate an appropriate outdoor behavior. The second statement is also phrased
in the form of an observation, whereas in reality it is a performative affirmation (Bourdieu &
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Thompson, 2014), i.e., a statement that expresses a behavioural standard that may benefit the
speaker by validating his own attitudes. Obtaining public validation for certain ways of being
and behaving could be seen as a type of strategy aimed at either changing the rules to one’s benefit or strengthening and solidifying existing rules in order to maintain one’s position.
The “Judge” Perspective. Older participants with a moderate degree of experience granted
themselves the right to judge their peers publicly. For example, during a debriefing, one participant tried to give each group member personalized feedback on their performance dating
back to the beginning of the expedition. The act of positioning oneself within a group of peers
as someone entitled to publicly judge others constitutes in itself an extraordinary performative
act that may be related to what Bourdieu (2016) calls a “symbolic power grab.” The judgment expressed is in the form of an observation, whereas in reality the act of judging enables the persons
to implicitly suggest that they have the authority or skills required to do this. “One property of
symbolic power grabs is that they are concealed. […] Consequently, the fact that a performative
act can appear to be constative is of vital importance” (Bourdieu, 2016, p. 40; unofficial translation). Even though this participant seemed well intentioned, this kind of performative intervention carries risks for groups: those who assume the authority to judge their peers publicly are
generally acting in their own interests and might not be genuinely motivated by a desire to help
others.
“Choosing” to Take One’s Place or Not. Appearing to deliberately choose not to contribute
to a group decision or an activity could provide status benefits in two ways: it makes someone appear both competent and altruistic—altruism is a pro-social behavior highly associated with status (Cheng & Tracy, 2014). We observed what might look like either condescending strategies or
bluffing strategies. For example, a capital-advantaged man tended to assume a position of leadership in many situations and he communicated that he would like to take on a more discreet role.
I would like to be a supporting leader. I think that I have the white-water knowledge
and skills from prior experiences. I would like to step back. I am under the impression
that I’m often in the foreground and that I’m always giving my opinion and explaining how I would do things. In this expedition, I would like to pull back, stay in the
background, perhaps just whisper what I think to the leaders and support them with
my knowledge, but no more than that, and try not to impose my ideas. (Leo, V=10.8)
Since leadership acts can induce a perception of competence and improve one’s status within a group, there would be no apparent advantage to reducing them. In spite of appearances, this
participant’s discourse was far from a renunciation of status. First, he highlighted his competence and experience. Second, he gave the impression that he wanted to help others. Third, his
intention to coach his peers was likely to provide him opportunities to give explicit competence
cues. Thus, given his advantaged position, stating a desire to reduce his leadership sounds like a
condescending strategy. According to Bourdieu (1979),
There is no better opportunity to see how the sense of place occupied operates than
with condescension strategies that presuppose, for both the author and the victims, a
practical understanding of the gap between the space actually occupied and the space
fictitiously indicated by the practice adopted (p. 551).
Despite the pejorative connotation of such a strategy, it is worth noting that this participant’s specific strategy was likely to foster a win–win situation for him and the group. On the
one hand, he appeared competent, even though he was reducing his participation, and, on the
other hand, he fostered the improvement of the skills of others by coaching them and fostering
a more egalitarian leadership distribution within the group. However, when the same kind of
communication is made from a disadvantaged objective position, this type of discourse is more
likely to be a bluff strategy. According to Bourdieu (2015), bluff strategies “are social strategies
http://www.ejorel.com/

50

OUELLET AND LABERGE

used by social agents or groups to free themselves of their objective position: by convincing
others—and themselves—that they hold power, they distance themselves from their objective
position” (p. 133). For example, in the following excerpt, a woman who showed a lot of leadership in the group in other contexts, but who was capital-disadvantaged in the context of a canoe
expedition, attempted to control the interpretation of others regarding her anticipated lower
contribution to the group.
Regarding leadership, I am going to work at relinquishing my place. I don’t necessarily
have a problem taking my place in a group, and so I want to assume a lower-profile
role, which doesn’t mean that I won’t participate. It means that I will allow room for
others to take on a leadership role. (Anny, V=7.3)
In this excerpt, she implicitly claims that she has the sufficient expertise to exert leadership
in the context of a canoe expedition by explicitly claiming that she prefers to let others take up
a position of leadership. Our data indicates that she was aware that she had less context-specific
expertise than many other group members and that she might have anticipated to be less involved in group activities than previously. In order to maintain appearances, she used a defensive
technique (Goffman, 1959) that might also have been a bluff strategy. It allowed her to maintain
an appearance of competence and to convey an altruistic attitude. In this context, it was harmless
for group outcomes. In other situations, bluff strategies can have tremendous consequences if
incompetent individuals use them to exert greater influence over critical group decisions.
2.2 Threatening Strategies
As mentioned, individuals used explicit or implicit cues of expertise to appear competent
in the eyes of others and improve their “subjective” position within the group. However, some
participants tried to influence others’ perception of their skills or competence at the expense
of other members—mostly capital-advantaged women—or of group outcomes. Four types of
strategies that threatened the status of others or group outcomes were observed. They were all
adopted by men whose objective positions within the hierarchical structure of the group ranged
from moderately low to moderately high and who were status-advantaged by their age or stature.
We suggest that their in-between position and their dispositions represent the means and the
ends: they had sufficient assets to risk bold moves but not enough to stand out.
Taking Another’s Place. Scholars have shown that overconfidence provides social benefits, such as appearing more competent in the eyes of others and being afforded higher status
(Anderson et al., 2012). Data indicates that at least three men (out of 17) were overconfident
about their river-running technical skills: either they thought that they were more competent
than others or they overestimated their skills. Data analysis suggests that the overconfidence of
these men might have enhanced their perception of possessing the legitimacy to speak up in a
given situation regardless of their objective position within the group.
For example, in a discussion between Harry (V=6.6), Eve (V=7.6), Adele (V=8.3) and Zoe
(V= 12.8) about the lining strategies of a difficult rapid, Harry was the least technically experienced, but he was nonetheless the one who expressed his opinions more strongly, lengthily and
assertively. At the other end of the spectrum, Eve, who was more experienced than Harry but status-disadvantaged by her gender, her age and her stature, whispered her ideas to a single member
of this discussion breakout group. Data analysis revealed that Harry had a stronger confidence in
his technical skills despite being less skilled than Eve: the main researcher observed that he put
a canoe at risk while lining because he misunderstood the lining technique whereas Eve’s skills
were praised by the leading professor, as shown by his following feedback to her.
I am impressed with your skill level in everything that you do. I’m not sure if you
are aware of this or have much self-confidence, but you did the most precise, most
spectacular job of lining a canoe that I saw during this expedition. Your technique
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is impeccable, you understand everything, you notice everything, you anticipate—it
could be said that you are three steps ahead. (Professor)
This case is worrying both in terms of group performance (e.g., safety) and the woman’s
self-confidence. By misjudging their own competences and the competences of others, overconfident and status-driven individuals could compromise group decisions and others’ perception
of competence by acting as if they know better and exerting an influence over decisions. The
above professor’s public feedback to Eve might have helped her and the group to judge one
another’s competence more accurately. In addition to overconfidence, the gender composition
of this discussion subgroup might also have influenced the feeling of legitimacy to contribute.
When a man is in a minority in a group, scholars have shown that he is likely to exert more leadership than the women who are part of the discussion (Carli, 2010; Craig & Sherif, 1986) and
therefore influence decisions.
Showing the “Right” Way of Doing Things. Men whose expertise was unknown or unrecognized by group members sometimes attempted to obtain recognition by undermining the
credibility of colleagues while, at the same time, taking advantage of their renowned expertise.
For example, in one debriefing session, a participant publicly highlighted technical errors or
oversights of experienced but nonthreatening participants. On two occasions, this participant
took the opportunity to spontaneously teach the group the canoe techniques that he deemed
appropriate. It would seem that he used the reputation of his experienced colleagues and the
low likelihood that they would react negatively in front of others to publicly position his skills
in relation to theirs.
Being an Outlaw. Being an outlaw is acting as though the common rules do not apply to
oneself. Indirectly, it conveys the impression that one knows better. During the expedition, outlaws’ strategies were manifested by challenging the authority or advice of others in order to either
show one’s skills or one’s mastery of the situation. For example, a recently skilled paddler ran a
difficult rapid against the leader’s instructions:
When Paul (V=6.8) paddled solo, […] I had the impression that he did not respect my
leadership. I would ask him to wait at a certain spot, but then he would decide on his
own to follow us, saying that he had no problem paddling solo […]. I didn’t know to
what extent this was true... (Eve V=7.6)
Another sub-group of participants did not listen to Eve’s itinerary advice and headed arrogantly toward a dead end…It was mainly men with moderate volumes of capital and whose
skills were not known or recognized by the group who were the most proactive in wanting to
demonstrate their expertise. They used the three preceding categories of strategies. In doing
so, they sometimes acted in a manner that undermined the credibility of the leader, or even
in a manner that contravened the legitimate authority of their peers, who, in many cases, were
experienced women. In this matter, scholars have shown that agentic women occupying leadership roles challenge the gendered status order and were therefore more likely to be sabotaged
than men (Rudman et al., 2012). According to our observations, we suggest that the women’s
advantaged, but precarious positions and their deferent dispositions represented “opportunities”
for these men to position themselves in relation to them. We suggest that these men intuitively
weighed the social risk they were about to take versus the benefits of seizing an opportunity to
show their competence: a) women are less likely to counterattack and act assertively for status
motives (Griskevicius et al., 2009); b) these men were less likely of being accuse of sexism if they
undermine, indirectly or in a very subtle manner, the women’s authority or competence; c) the
advantaged but precarious position of women in the game not only represented an opportunity
to use women’s skills to situate their own but also allowed them to indirectly question women’s
competence with a relative legitimacy. Thus, we assume that these women were not the targets
but rather the collateral victims of these men’s drive to prove their competence.
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Being Rude. However, some of these men also acted at the expense of other men. For example, a man who expected to be part of the scouting team that would analyse the rapid reacted
strongly when he learned that the leader of the day was not choosing him for the task.
I was first selected to be a scout, why he [the leader for the day] put me aside later?
[…] So that’s when the rage started to build up, that really made me angry! […] I was
charged up […] I wasn’t disrespectful to him, but I was fuming. (Harry V=6.6)
This participant explained why he reacted angrily when the leader of the day replaced him
by another group member to scout a rapid. He felt rejected and undervalued. He also associated
this incident with a lack of knowledge and recognition of his competence. Thus, he engaged in a
direct face-to-face confrontation with the leader of the day. Scholars proposed that the failure to
attain prestige could lead individuals to behave in intimidating and aggressive ways (Anderson
et al., 2015) and that men are more likely than women to engage in direct aggression for a status
motive (Griskevicius et al., 2009). The data suggest that it could have driven two men to act
dominantly towards other group members because they did not feel valued as much as they
believed they deserved.
2.3 Strategies to Mitigate Status Disadvantages
Some participants adopted strategies in order to mitigate the negative impacts (e.g., criticism, social sanctions) associated with their disadvantageous status-characteristics. As seen previously, participants with lower volume of capital adopted self-protection strategies and withdrew from group discussions or activities. Moreover, women employed strategies, that consist
in appearing to follow the rules, in order to overcome the gender norms that could hinder their
ability to signal their competence.
Appearing to Follow the Rules. Data analysis suggests that gender played a role in communication dynamic and the easiness of signaling one’s competence. While women with higher
volumes of capital expressed their opinions more freely than participants with lower volumes,
they still tended to question the leadership roles they dared to take on. Kim (V=8.3) and Zoe
(V=12.8), for example, apologized for speaking often:
I often make a point or add something, but at the end of the day, it isn’t to prove that I
know more, it isn’t to prove anything, I just want to share my opinion. Perhaps, I can be
tiresome at times, and I’m sorry if that’s the case. I just think that I feel strongly about
many things and like to talk about them. (Zoe)
I take a lot of space and often have opinions […], so sometimes I have the impression
that… I don’t exactly know where my place is. Perhaps I take up a bit too much space
at times, so I’m sorry if I’ve cut someone off occasionally or spoken when someone else
could have. I don’t think that my opinions are more valuable than another person’s…
(Kim)
It would appear that these women had the impression of illegitimately occupying a place
they did not deserve. By apologizing publicly, they showed that they did not believe they held a
higher position than the others and were not trying to demonstrate their superiority. They kept
up appearances by adopting a strategy of “following the rules” (Bourdieu, 2016), of not appearing
to be out of line. According to Bourdieu (2016), “it is very important, even when one transgresses
a rule, to give the impression of having followed it, which, in this case, allows the person to benefit from both the transgression and the compliance” (p. 122). These women might have more interest than the men in giving off the impression of being “in the place others expect them to be,”
of being perceived as uninterested in improving their status. Limiting how often they spoke or
reassuring the group of their intentions were possible ways to achieve this. These results support
previous findings about the necessity for women to use different techniques in order to overcome
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their status disadvantages and their problems of legitimacy to achieve influence in mixed-sex
groups. Delacollette and colleagues (2010) exposed how dominant social groups (stereotyped as
competent) discouraged subordinate social groups (stereotyped as socially oriented) in their attempts to appear competent in order to maintain their dominant position. Given that stereotype
transgressions generally lead to social sanctions, members of disadvantaged-status groups, like
women, seem to benefit from adopting specific strategies to appear competent without being
sanctioned. Group members must perceive that women are not self-interested and that they have
no desire to usurp men—or anyone’s—status (Carli et al., 1995; Ridgeway, 1982). In this regard,
these participants’ strategies seem to have been fruitful; they were both highly recognized by
their peers, who mentioned that they appreciated their humility…

Implications for Practitioners
This study has shown how, in the context of an educational expedition, the unequal and
differentiated distribution of capital among a group, coupled with gender and age, guided participants’ strategies to directly or indirectly influence others’ perception of their skills. People’s
“sense of place”—sense of legitimacy in addressing the group and exercising leadership—and
behaviors were modulated accordingly to the structure of social gaps and differences between
group members. Building on these results and on the main researcher’s experience as outdoor
educator, we suggest five main ways, for OAE practitioners, to improve safety, learning and inclusivity within their groups.
First, the results demonstrate that status-advantaged participants seized more opportunities to distinguish themselves, participate and consequently learn. These inequities are of particular concern in an educational context where each student should have fair or equal opportunities to learn and develop. In order to mitigate this type of inequity, outdoor educators could,
for example, insist on hearing everyone’s opinion, limit the speaking time of individuals, impose
a rotation in the speaking order and in the opportunities to be involved in important tasks.
Moreover, these status-advantaged participants, as they spoke more often, were also more
likely to influence and maintain a group values hierarchy that benefited their status. This phenomenon could be associated to the hidden curriculum of the outdoor field uncovered by many
scholars (Lugg, 2003; Warren, Mitten et al., 2018). Hidden curriculum consists in implicit messages, beliefs, values and assumptions that can disadvantage dominated social groups. Gray
and colleagues (2020) proposed to expose this hidden curriculum and train the staff to raise
their awareness about it. However, as group members also influence the hidden curriculum,
we suggest holding group discussions to expose the hierarchy of values, question its relevance
and reflect about how it affects the group’s status structure. Adopting a critical standpoint and a
reflexive consciousness on this topic could help group members to value different type of skills
and regulate their interactions.
Thirdly, the participants were particularly vulnerable to biases in attributing status based on
competence because they lacked the skills and experience to evaluate objectively oneself and the
skills of others. The discrepancy between perceived competence and actual competence could
impair group outcomes (e.g., safety) and status-disadvantaged individuals (e.g., self-confidence,
learning). Thus, outdoor educators should help participants evaluate more accurately their own
and others’ skills. Previous scholars identified multiple factors that contribute to the inaccuracy of self-assessments and proposed relevant ways for improving it (Delay & Dyment, 2003;
Schumann & Sibthorp, 2016; Warren & Loeffler, 2006). However, they did not focus on the assessment of others’ competence, which influence the groups’ status structure and subsequently,
self-assessments. In order to improve the accuracy of the evaluation of one another’s competence
and reduce the effects of stereotypes, we propose the following three practices: a) add more
activities to help participants get to know one another better; b) provide targeted opportunities
for certain individuals to demonstrate their skills; and c) publicly acknowledge the skills of an
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individual, especially if they contradict stereotypes associated with gender, age, or physical appearance.
Fourth, the results also demonstrate that participants whose competence was not recognized as much as they believed they deserved, used strategies that negatively impacted other
group members and the group itself. In this regard, some moderately capital-advantaged men
adopted strategies that threatened others’ credibility or authority, especially capital-advantaged
women. In our opinion, these observations are of a particular concern and we identified two
ways to prevent them. First, outdoor leaders should be explicit, at the very beginning of the
expedition, about their intolerance toward aggressive and dominant behaviors and immediately
control them. However, “threatening” strategies can be so indirect and insidious that they are
difficult to notice and therefore control. Consequently, outdoor leaders should prevent them
by taking care of the emotional needs of the status-driven individuals who seem to struggle to
attain the status they believe they deserve. Outdoor leaders should work either on how those
individuals perceive the situation or on the actual distribution of opportunities to be involved
in the group activities. For example, a participant felt that he was treated unfairly even though
he had more opportunities to contribute than most of the other participants. Helping him to
objectively assess his actual participation could have lowered his impression of unfairness and,
consequently, his negative reactions. However, when opportunities to contribute are actually
unfairly distributed, adopting specific practices to promote egalitarian role distribution could
mitigate objective injustices.
Finally, it is also worth mentioning that some participants adopted “threatening” strategies
mainly at a particular woman’s expense. Her case raises the question of the so-called “sense of
one’s place” and the feeling of legitimacy to speak up in a given context. Given the abundance of
explicit and implicit messages she received from her peers during the expedition that denied her
authority and her competence, we would expect her to self-doubt and keep a low-profile during
group interactions. In this regard, we contend that it is not the individuals’ responsibility to “create a place for themselves” by stepping in in different situations, but rather the responsibility of
the group leaders and the members of the group to establish favourable conditions and contexts
that encourage individuals to take their rightful place.

Limitations
Our study is not without limitations. First, our results came from a case study (Yin, 2018)
situated in a Quebecois cultural context. Therefore, the identified competences-based strategies
might vary in other cultural contexts. Nonetheless, we think that the rationale underlying the
strategies to maintain or improve one’s status within a group, through competency-based strategies, could apply to other groups or even in other contexts. Second, the group’s capital distribution chart structure is based on approximations, and thus, such a portrait should be used with
caution while analyzing data. Third, it is possible that other factors such as personality traits
or emotional states might also have influenced the behaviors of participants. More research is
needed to examine the role of these factors. Finally, we do not claim to have covered every existing strategy; rather, we think that our contribution resides in the comprehensive portrait we
drew of status processes in an educational expedition group.

Conclusion
This study is a first attempt to identify various rationales underlying the strategies used
by group members to convey an impression of competence that could help them gain or maintain their status in an educational expedition group. Outdoor practitioners could build on these
findings to facilitate the emergence of competent individuals in critical situations, to foster
egalitarian learning opportunities among group members and to mitigate the potential negative
outcomes of “threatening” strategies. More specifically, they should be able to identify such stratJournal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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egies in order to either prevent them or control them, and thus foster positive and egalitarian
social interactions between group members. More research is needed to evaluate the efficiency
of the practices we proposed to promote inclusivity and equality.
This research is based on data that will be used in the first author’s doctoral dissertation. The authors
wish to thank Marie-Pierre Gagné and Charlotte Huebner for their reading and their editing suggestions. We
also want to thank the students for giving generously their time to participate in the interviews, as well as the
professors and students for graciously welcoming a researcher onto their expedition.
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