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Celebrating 10 Years of JOREL
Editors’ Notes
Andrew J. Bobilya
Western Carolina University

Will Hobbs
Georgia College

Bruce Martin
Ohio University
The Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership (JOREL) celebrates 10 years
in publication! As we mark this significant milestone, it seems appropriate to reflect on the initial
excitement expressed by the first editor-in-chief of JOREL, Dr. Aram Attarian, in his inaugural
Editor’s Notes:
The JOREL is the only peer-reviewed journal published in the United States with a
specific focus on the areas of outdoor recreation, education, and leadership. It’s taken
almost 10 years for the JOREL to finally make it to publication. What started out as
an idea in 2001 is finally here! It took the efforts and vision of a number of individuals
from the Association of Outdoor Recreation and Education (AORE) Research and
Publications Committee over the years to make this publication possible. Individuals
from the Wilderness Education Association (WEA) joined the effort in 2007 and
ultimately, AORE, WEA, and the Western Kentucky University Research Foundation
created a partnership to make this project a reality. (p. 1)1
We stand on the shoulders of those who have gone before us and extend our gratitude to
those who poured countless hours into the development of this project and who have helped
nurture its growth over the past 10 years.
It is our pleasure to present the fourth issue of 2018, which includes one manuscript in the
category of Research Notes; one in the category of Essays, Practices, and Commentaries; and
three in the category of Regular Papers. First, Gabriel presents a Research Note investigating
an outdoor orientation program and its impact on student retention, adding to the literature
that documents the effectiveness of outdoor orientation programming. Gabriel highlights the
program design that contributed to this program’s success, which includes the combination of
an extended outdoor experience with an academic course and the inclusion of staff or faculty on
each experience to increase student support during the return to campus. Next, in the Essays,
1
Attarian, A. (2009). Editor’s Notes - Introduction to the inaugural issue of the Journal of Outdoor Recreation,
Education, and Leadership. Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership, 1, 1–2.
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Practices, and Commentaries category, Hobbs, McMahan, and Stawski provide a commentary
summarizing the outcomes from a gathering held in 2017 to examine and discuss the “value,
constraints, and benefits of accreditation for outdoor leadership education.” They provide an
overview of the gathering to add to the discussion surrounding external review, its application in
the field of outdoor leadership today, and next steps for the industry to consider.
Also, this issue includes three manuscripts in the Regular Papers category. First, McDaniel,
Shields, Diehr, Thomas, and Middleton provide a unique manuscript investigating factors in the
reduction of risk for cycling fatalities. Their results point to useful recommendations including
implementing road-safety educational programs in resource-deprived areas. In the second paper
in this category, Lewis and Kimiecik look at the experiences of individuals who discover outdoor
leadership as a career or how outdoor leaders sustain this way of life over many years. They
used a narrative inquiry framework to investigate how individuals “discovered the life theme of
outdoor leader, as well as how they created and maintained this lifestyle over the years.” Their
results highlight the experiences that served as catalysts for these individuals to become an outdoor leaders and describe how they “established community networks, connected with nature,
and created goals and challenges to maintain their discovered life theme over many years.” This
work provides useful insight into an area that continues to deserve attention if we are going to
serve the growing population of participants in outdoor programming. In the last manuscript
in the Regular Papers category, Ray and Jakubec look at the decision-making process of teachers
who provide outdoor education field experiences. They used a narrative review to summarize
the literature on what factors “influence a teacher’s decision to participate in outdoor education
field experiences.” Their work helps us better understand the support and barriers for teachers’
inclusion of outdoor education field experiences and provides future directions for encouraging
this practice.
Taken together, the papers in this issue continue to represent the broad scope of scholarship
related to outdoor recreation, education, and leadership. In addition, each unique contribution
provides helpful strategies to improve practice, as well as suggestions for future research. We
appreciate the hard work of all those involved with the submission and review process, editorial support, and advisory oversight of JOREL. We hope you will consider how you might be
involved in the journal as it moves into the next 10 years! Please also consider submitting a
manuscript for consideration in any of the three categories for the next special issue titled “A
Critical Exploration of Girls’ and Women’s Experiences in Outdoor Recreation, Education, and
Leadership.” Deadline for submissions to the special issue are May 1, 2019.
Thank you for supporting this journal,
Andrew Bobilya, PhD, Editor-in-Chief
Will Hobbs, PhD, Managing Editor
Bruce Martin, PhD, Incoming Editor-in-Chief
JOREL Advisory Board:
Raymond Poff (Western Kentucky University)
Nate Furman (The University of Utah)
Peter Bannon (Sagamore–Venture LLC)
Will Hobbs (Georgia College)
Tammie Stenger-Ramsey (Western Kentucky University)
Jeffrey Dowdy (Georgia College)
Kimberly Vecchio (Sagamore–Venture LLC)
Robyn Ceurvorst (Minnesota State University, Mankato)
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Retention Effects
of an Outdoor Orientation Program
at a Midwestern University
Jerome Gabriel
University of St. Francis

Abstract
Outdoor orientation programs are not a new idea. They date back to programs at Dartmouth
College in 1935. Since then, these programs have continued to expand to now include over
191 programs at private and public institutions. The effects of these programs, including
developing emotional autonomy, mature relationships with peers, a sense of place, and social
support, have also been well researched. Beyond student development, the benefits for the
university, including improved retention and persistence of first-year students participating
in the programs, have also been well established. This paper seeks to add to the established
research pattern of the effectiveness of these programs while examining the structure of one
such program and its possible contributions to the retention success of its students. Results for
the retention of students engaged in the outdoor orientation program for first to second year
ranged from a low improvement of 11.9% over university retention rates to a high improvement
of 16.3%. For retention across all years, results ranged from 3.9% to 20.9% improvement over
university retention. Structural components of the course that research has shown to support
its effectiveness included the combination of a weeklong outdoor experience with a formal
semester-long classroom course, as well as the inclusion of professional staff/faculty on each
experience to increase student support during the return to campus.
KEYWORDS: wilderness orientation; outdoor orientation; retention
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Concern for retention of students at the university level has led to significant research on
strategies to retain them (DeNicco, Harrington, & Fogg, 2015; Laskey & Hetzel, 2011; Tinto,
1993, 2010; Turner & Thompson, 2014). Within the realm of outdoor recreation, the focus has
been on the use of the outdoor orientation program and its effects on the retention of participating students (Bell, 2012; Gass, 1987, 1990; Hill, Nolan, & Scrogin, 2010; Quinn, 2016). Most
often, this retention is connected to the many positive impacts that have been associated to these
experiences through research, such as positive emotional development, creating mature and
sustainable relationships, development of an associated sense of place with the university, and creating a strong network of social support within close friend groups (Austin, Martin, Mittelstaedt,
Schanning, & Ogle, 2009; Bell, 2006a, 2006b; Gass, 1999; Vlamis, Bell, & Gass, 2011). Several
studies have shown significant increases in student retention and persistence through participation in an outdoor orientation program and have continued to support the benefits of outdoor
orientation programs (Bell & Chang, 2017; Hill et al., 2010; Michael, Morris-Dueer, & Reichert,
2017; Quinn, 2016; Wolfe & Kay, 2011). These results have included a greater than 5% improvement on retention rates through participation, in Michael et al.’s (2017) research involving over
3,800 student participants, as well as a 37% increase in retention likelihood over a control group
in Bell and Chang’s (2017) research.
This paper examines the retention and persistence effects of an outdoor orientation program
at a large rural Midwestern state university to determine if the effectiveness of these programs,
and their structure, is consistent in such an environment and to continue to add to the body of
literature supporting the effectiveness of such programs.

Program Description
The program in this study comes from a larger Midwestern university that predominantly
serves a rural population with some denser urban centers within an hour drive of the campus.
The students participating in the outdoor orientation program, called the Freshman Wilderness
Experience or FWE, self-select into the program through an application process administered
by the university recreation department’s outdoor program. The program consists of an 8-day
canoeing or backpacking experience combined with a 3-credit course during the fall semester in
which all students are enrolled.
The field-based portion of the course happens during the summer prior to the students’
arrival on campus for their first semester. During this portion of the FWE, students are placed
into six groups. Each group consists of seven first-year students, two upperclassmen, and one faculty or administrative staff member. This group of 10 participates in the 8-day activity together.
During the experience, the upperclassmen or the faculty/staff member lead educational sessions
each day, students journal in an FWE-provided notebook containing prompts, and students
interact in daily camp activities such as cooking, fire-building, or service projects. At the conclusion of the experience, students are presented with a figure eight knot tied from thin colored cord
to represent completion of the experience. All students share the same color of cord each year,
which helps differentiate between cohorts.
Once the fall semester begins, all the students join again in a college seminar course that
focuses on critical thinking, writing, and creative development. Students work separately and in
groups on projects that utilize experiences from the field-based portion of the course.
In late fall, the students are given the opportunity to apply and be interviewed for leadership
positions in the following year’s FWE program. Typically, six to eight students and two alternates
are selected. These students then participate in a training program during the spring semester to
prepare them for leadership during the summer program.
This study aimed to determine if participation in the FWE had any effect on the retention
rates of students, and then, if so, to examine if any aspects of the program could be identified as
factors in that retention rate change.
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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Method
A quantitative analysis of enrollment data was the basis for this study. Most of the results
were derived from participant retention data developed by the program director of the FWE
through institutional data access and from university retention data provided by the Office of
Institutional Research at the university. In total, 177 students over 5 years were included in
this study. All freshman students were presented with the information regarding the program
through freshman visit days, registration days, and e-mails sent by Admissions. Those who chose
to participate filled out the registration form and submitted it to confirm their enrollment in
the program. The students were broken up into cohorts based on their year of participation in
the study, and their enrollment status was tracked for at least two but up to four years. These
data were paired with the representative data from the overall university numbers for the same
incoming freshman class (Bowling Green State University, Office of Institutional Research,
2016). The researcher organized the data and calculated simple descriptive statistics to show
relationships between the percentage of retention between each year for students participating
in FWE and general university students.

Results
Results from the study show large differences in the percentages of retained students from
first to second year for students participating in FWE compared to the general university population. This percentage difference was noticeable in the final four cohorts measured. Cohort 2
saw 11.9% higher retention than the university, Cohort 3, 15.7%; Cohort 4, 16.3%; and Cohort 5,
12.4%.
The increased retention rates of students also continued beyond the second year in the
data from this study. In Year 3, Cohort 3 saw a 20.9% retention increase, and in Year 4, Cohort 1
recorded a 3.9% increase over the general university populations. Table 1 shows a summary of
the data from the study. Within the table, the reader will note missing data from Years 2 and 3
from Cohort 1, Year 4 for Cohort 3, and Years 3 and 4 for Cohorts 4 and 5. The collection of this
data began at the conclusion of the fourth year of Cohort 1 and concluded prior to the third
and fourth years for Cohorts 3 and 4. The year of data for Cohort 5 was provided independently
of the first data collection. Table 2 shows the differences in the retention rates between those
enrolled in the program and the university control rates.
Table 1
Retention Rates of Student in FWE Versus General University Retention
Year
Year 1
N
Year 2
N
% Ret.
Year 3
N
% Ret.
Year 4
N
% Ret

Cohort 1
FWE Univ.
21

14
66.7

3079

1934
62.8

Cohort 2
FWE Univ.

Cohort 3
FWE Univ.

Cohort 4
FWE Univ.

Cohort 5
FWE Univ.

40

3145

41

3865

35

3809

40

3591

34
85.0

2298
73.1

36
87.8

2787
72.1

30
85.7

2648
69.4

33
82.5

2518
70.1

34
85.0

2094
66.6

34
82.9

2398
62.0

26
65.0

1881
59.8

Note. FWE = freshman wilderness experience; Univ. = university.
http://www.ejorel.com/
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Table 2
Percentage Retention Rate Differences of Students in FWE Versus General University Retention
Year

Cohort 1
%

Cohort 2
%

Cohort 3
%

Cohort 4
%

Cohort 5
%

Year 1

–

–

–

–

–

11.9

15.7

16.3

12.4

18.4

20.9

Year 2
Year 3
Year 4

3.9

5.2

Discussion
Within this study, the researcher found convincing differences between the retention rates
of students who had participated in the FWE compared to the retention rates of the general university population for that year. The range of 11.9–15.7% increased retention for first to second
year, giving a strong argument for the importance of such programs to the overall retention of
university students. The differences from a first year low of 3.9% to a fourth year high of 20.9%
show a positive influence over a student’s college career. The stronger retention could be due to
several unique factors attributed to FWEs. Two of the most significant factors that may play a
role in these results are the course structure and staffing. Previous studies have supported the
inclusion of these as positive aspects affecting the outcomes of students involved in outdoor
orientation programs (Graunke & Woosley, 2005; Reason, Terenzini, & Domingo, 2006; Wolfe
& Kay, 2011).
First, the typical outdoor orientation lasts between 4 and 7 days and is usually self-contained
(Bell, Holmes, & Williams, 2010). The FWE was an 8-day program coupled with a semester-long
class. This has the potential to engage the students in social and emotional development not only
during the summer experiential program, but also during the fall course, continuing the impact
of the experience. Through the coursework, in-class projects, and dedicated interaction time,
students are provided many more opportunities to build the strong social support structures that
are attributed to college retention (DeNicco et al., 2015; Tinto, 1999, 2010). Research by Tinto
(1999, 2010) supports the reasoning why this structure could effectively increase retention rates
in participating students. He determined that integration of academic and social behavior positively affects the retention of a student. The use of the outdoor experience (social) combined with
the classroom-based course (academic) can lead to increased engagement, resulting in higher
retention. Tinto (1999, 2010) additionally determined that student retention is influenced by
the expectations leveraged toward the first-year student. For a student choosing to participate
in a weeklong outdoor orientation program, the expectations for that student during their first
semester could be low, assuming once the experience has concluded that no additional work is
necessary. But, for this program, the addition of the academic course during their first semester
strongly increases the academic expectations of the student by allowing them to transfer their
learning in the outdoor experience into critical thinking assignments.
Second, the typical outdoor orientation is run by a professional, but the experiences are
staffed by students (Bell et al., 2010). In this program, however, every trip has a professional
staff or faculty member on it, allowing students a direct connection with an authority figure
on campus and professional who can possibly leverage connections to help the students with
issues they may face. This added connection could assist students through difficult times in their
first semester when they would not feel comfortable approaching a student leader. This concept
has been supported by researchers who have examined the effects of full-time faculty on the
retention rates of students (Campbell & Campbell, 1997; Shelton, 2003). They determined that
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
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students who were exposed to more faculty support were more likely to persist through the
completion of an academic program than those students who were not. Such was the reasoning
for including the professional staff/faculty member on the outdoor experiences of the FWE.
This program structure, which includes imbedded faculty/staff support, is another aspect that
supports the strong retention rates of participating students in this program compared to the
university as a whole.

Limitations
Several limitations should be noted about this study. The first limitation of this study, and
of many that examine similar data from outdoor orientation programs, is selection bias in the
sample (Frauman & Waryold, 2009; Wolfe & Kay, 2011). Many students who have an interest in
outdoor recreation may choose to self-select into such an outdoor orientation program as they
begin their college career. To mitigate this bias, the researcher included a control group made up
of the entire class-level population so that each cohort had a broad representation of students
for comparison. In addition, further study of the reasoning behind a student’s self-selection into
such a program could help to alleviate this bias for future research studies. Students who choose
to sign up may have other traits in common that could lead to increased retention, such as socioeconomic status, race, gender, or test scores (DeNicco et al., 2015). Those demographics were
not examined in this study. The second is the generalizability of the data to other universities.
This study was conducted at a single rural Midwestern university, and the conditions for such a
program could differ in other locales. Third, the data from which to draw conclusions was limited. While the enrollment of 177 students represents the entire participation over 5 years of this
program, it only represents 1% of the first-year student population over that time, and selection
bias cannot be ruled out. A similar study that had similar positive results regarding retention rate
results controlled for selection bias (Bell & Chang, 2017) while controlling for multiple factors
such as gender, race, and financial aid. Bell and Chang (2017) examined the various models of
creating control groups in situations like the one in this study and their study shows that the end
results from this study align with those in similar studies that utilized a control for the selection
bias (Bell & Chang, 2017).
In this study, the results may not be transferable to the general campus population with
such a small sample size and without controls for selection bias. Finally, many factors have been
determined to influence student retention and persistence (Tinto, 1993, 2010). These include
student engagement, social support, and relationship building, and while these may be affected
by participation in an outdoor orientation program, this study did not evaluate those factors.

Conclusion and Recommendations
Outdoor orientation programs have been shown to significantly affect the experience of
first-year university students (Austin et al., 2009; Bell, 2006a, 2006b, 2012; Gass, 1987, 1990;
Hill, Nolan, & Scrogin, 2010; Quinn, 2016; Vlamis et al., 2011). Within the scope of a large
Midwestern state university, this study found an outdoor orientation program to have a similar effect, specifically on the retention of students. While these data showed retention increases
of up to 16.3% in the first year through participation in an outdoor orientation program and
increases up to 20.9% during the 4-year process, the research on this topic needs to continue
to be expanded. Previous research has supported particular academic structures as support for
student retention, but future research needs to examine the effectiveness of those structures
in outdoor-based programming and their effect on retention. Though the use of the academic
course and professional faculty/staff in the FWE align with research practices to increase retention, research has not been conducted on their effectiveness in an outdoor orientation setting.
In addition, due to the often self-selecting nature of such programs, future research needs to
http://www.ejorel.com/
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establish if the general experience is associated with the increased retention or if a connection
can be established between other factors such as demographics, length of experience, or staffing.
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for Outdoor Leadership Education Programs
Will Hobbs
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Abstract
More than 50 years have passed since the first programs emerged in the United States for outdoor
leaders. In that time, the Wilderness Education Association (WEA) has equipped countless
outdoor leaders to plan and implement safe, enjoyable expeditions in the backcountry with
minimal environmental impact (Petzoldt, 1984). In 2017, the WEA Board of Directors hosted a
diverse group of professionals who examined and discussed the value, constraints, and benefits
of accreditation for outdoor leadership education. While the meeting has implications specific to
the ongoing efforts and initiatives of the WEA, the outcomes from these conversations provide
insight and direction far beyond the scope of WEA operations and products, indicating general
and specific challenges for any accepted accreditation scheme. Until the outdoor industry
can collectively agree on minimum qualifications and expectations for outdoor leadership
education, the “professional” status of leaders, managers, and educators will remain in question
both within and outside the industry. This commentary shares the primary goals and structure
of the gathering and perspectives from the participants, representatives from other accreditation
schemes, and the leadership of the WEA and the Association of Outdoor Recreation and
Education (AORE) to add to the discussion on the value of formalized external review and its
application to applied curriculums.
KEYWORDS: outdoor leadership; Association of Outdoor Recreation and Education;
Wilderness Education Association; accreditation; training and development; standards
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Caneday (2017) has defined accreditation as a process of documenting three aspects of an
education program’s quality: competence, authority, and credibility. “Accredited” status denotes
an established benchmark for professionalism and consistency of product. Currently, three
systems serve the outdoor recreation and adventure industry by examining these components
to varying degrees. The Council on Accreditation of Parks, Recreation, Tourism, and Related
Professions (COAPRT) serves 74 higher education programs with a curricular accreditation that
caters to a more generalized audience—academic preparation for municipal parks, recreation,
and tourism-related professions. The Association for Experiential Education (AEE) has become
a strong force for setting operational standards for a range of program settings (recreational,
educational, development, and therapeutic). As of 2018, the AEE (2018) has accredited 60
programs including wilderness/adventure, university and college, K–12 schools, therapeutic,
and corporate team-building/training. The Wilderness Education Association (WEA) launched
accreditation in 2010 to capture a niche for professional preparation of outdoor leaders and
educators. Three outdoor leadership education programs hold accredited status under the WEA
scheme, and one additional program is under review (WEA, 2016).
In light of the apparent low acceptance and integration of these accreditation schemes into
training and development programs in relation to the industry at large, we suggest that until
there is agreement on the minimum qualifications and expectations for outdoor leadership education, the “professional” status of leaders, managers, and educators will remain in question both
in and outside the industry. We derive our discussion from the conversations and group work
of an assembly of industry experts who gathered in New Mexico in 2017 to discuss these issues
within the context of the WEA accreditation scheme.

Background
The longstanding vision of the WEA has been to professionalize the training and development of outdoor leaders for the entire industry, and the association has maintained a constant presence in curriculum development for outdoor leader certification. Paul Petzoldt, Frank
Lupton, Chuck Gregory, and Bob Christie originally envisioned a deep level of leader training
through university and collegiate programs. They formed the Wilderness Education Association
(WEA) in 1977 as a network of independent affiliate organizations committed to training leaders
on the central pillars of leadership, judgment, and decision making (see Cain, 1985; Cockrell,
1991; Drury, Bonney, Berman, & Wagstaff, 2005). The curriculum and the delivery model distinguished the WEA from other outdoor leadership development programs, for example, the
National Outdoor Leadership School and Outward Bound (both heavily influenced by Petzoldt).
In 2008, the WEA published standards for curriculum instruction, design, and operations—
a positive trend recently identified by the Association of American Colleges and Universities
(2016)—and expanded to program accreditation specific to professional outdoor leadership
development (Pelchat & Krup, 2012; Sugerman, 1999). WEA accreditation refers to a systematic and thorough external review of a program’s operations, curricular content, and design, for
determining its capacity and success in providing the minimum level of educational quality for
outdoor leadership education.

The Accreditation Summit
After 5 years invested in a curricular accreditation with lower than expected engagement,
the WEA began a process of evaluating the status of accreditation at macro (industry) and micro
(WEA-specific) levels. In early 2017, the WEA Board of Directors hosted a meeting to elicit input
and advice from outdoor industry stakeholders about the challenges and opportunities created
by accreditation. To capture a diverse perspective, the board invited a group of professionals
from across the industry to this open event: academic and campus recreation programs, K–12
http://www.ejorel.com/
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schools, camps, outdoor programs, professional associations, wilderness medicine providers,
and publishing partners.
Summit sessions were a mix of small and large group discussions, problem-based
collaborations, and round-robin-style group work. Acknowledged experts in accreditation from
COAPRT, AEE, and higher education hosted discussion sessions via teleconference. The summit
concluded with a session devoted to certification and its appropriateness as a by-product of
accreditation.

Summit Discussion
The following section presents the central themes that emerged from the discussions, sessions, and group work at the Summit.
1. Accreditation raises the professional profile of the organization and the individual.
The label “accredited” carries a higher expectation of quality and rigor, as well as a demonstrated
adherence to an industry standard. Operational standards create consistency across programs in
policy and procedures and risk management; curricular standards create consistency across programs in the training and development of the outdoor professional. To achieve consistency, the
industry must collectively agree on an accepted scope of practice (i.e., what outdoor leaders do
and where they work). Curricular standards only emerge when the industry can articulate these
clear professional boundaries. We suggest that the scope of practice can be identified through an
examination of the normal field functions and common educational components within current
training schemes. These, then, provide the curricular standards (i.e., what is—and what is not—
effective training and development). As these standards are consciously identified and accepted
in practice, the field begins to take the shape of a “profession.” Accreditation, then, is the ongoing
assessment of these standards that have been codified from accepted norms of practice and education; it is a systematic, high-quality external review process that adds credibility to a program
and to the industry (Austin et al., 2017). An industry without clear professional boundaries will
be challenged to accept (or even benefit from) any accreditation scheme.
2. Identity, collaboration, and compromise are barriers to accreditation in the outdoor
industry. The outdoor industry has recognized that the dramatically diverse contexts and settings for which outdoor professionals must be trained make curricular accreditation difficult.
Defining a comprehensive and meaningful scope of practice has been a historical challenge,
but it is also a deeply rooted identity issue for our field. The standards from the AEE have made
tremendous strides in defining minimum quality for program operations and management, but
the curricular side (training and education) operates more intuitively. Curricular standards must
reflect a unified industry with common expectations for the outdoor professional; this requires
authentic collaboration (i.e., a willingness to submit to best practices across the industry).
We heard a common misperception: Accreditation will require sacrificing distinctive elements that help form individual program identity. In some ways, this may be true. A standard
does define the minimum level of educational quality, implying that some educational practices
are in fact better (more effective) than others. This may indeed mean that a program must yield
to the standard and adapt its program design to achieve the minimum. In this way, standards
may certainly be viewed as constraints to freedom and creativity. The challenge, then, is to balance individualized programming with mutual accountability, rather than centralized control
(Association of Specialized and Professional Accreditors [ASPA], 2013a). Mutual accountability—or allowing external access to your curricular decisions and external input on your
process—unifies an otherwise ambiguous or loosely formed profession.
Finally, one accreditation scheme cannot possibly accommodate the wide diversity of
settings, skills, clients, and so forth in our industry. The positive distinctions among current
accrediting bodies in the outdoor industry (WEA, AEE, COAPRT, AMGA, etc.) should be recognized and celebrated as strengths rather than challenges and should be allowed to influence
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one another; this is just good practice (ASPA, 1995). This begins with communication first—
listening and exploring the value of the diverse accreditation processes—and moves forward as
the accrediting bodies choose to collaborate to avoid overlapping or conflicting standards.
3. The strength of the WEA accreditation is the WEA curriculum, a curriculum built to
develop professional outdoor leaders and educators: “Whatever the area of study, public protection or entry level competence is the baseline, and the development of capable new professionals
is a fundamental goal” (ASPA, 2013b, Quality section, para. 1). The WEA’s niche in leadership
training and development is rooted “in and through” the wilderness. While not a requirement
of accreditation, the remote context represents an effective method for equipping and preparing
outdoor leaders and educators for any setting. With WEA accreditation, freedom and creativity
are highly valued and esteemed in program delivery and assessment of the desired outcomes—
the individually based measures of the program’s educational quality. In other words, a program’s
effectiveness can be measured by the progress of individual students toward the stated outcomes.
Outcomes written as standards—as in the WEA model—define the minimum educational quality for the training and development of outdoor leaders.

Insight From the Association of Outdoor Recreation and Education
In spite of the national exposure and professional growth of the outdoor industry, neither
a comparable increase in oversight (risk management) nor widely accepted outcomes for training and development have appeared. The outdoor recreation industry is emerging as a major
economic driver, estimated to contribute between 2% and 5% ($400 billion–$800 billion) of
the entire U.S. gross domestic product (Bureau of Economic Analysis, 2018; Outdoor Industry
Association, 2017). This industry is gaining significant social and political attention: for positive
recreational benefits and for concerns about (a) the protection of natural and wild spaces and
(b) access to outdoor recreation for individuals who have limited to no previous exposure or lack
adequate skills to participate safely. The outdoor recreation and education industry is maturing
into a dynamic profession inclusive of retailers and land managers; outfitters and guides; educators and therapists; environmental education and interpretation programs; and infrastructure
and facility management of climbing walls, rental centers, waterfronts, challenge courses, and
greenways. This represents a significant opportunity for professionalizing the field.
Accreditation can help bridge the gap between experience and education and can improve
academic program efficacy, impact, and economics. The experts who presented at the Summit
clearly articulated the power of accreditation to defend program expenses and (re)allocation
of resources. But degree programs in the outdoor industry have an unfortunate reputation for
training students in skills that are not entirely useful, so employers tend to prefer leadership skills
and/or national-level certifications ahead of an academic degree (Seaman, Bell, & Trauntvein,
2017). A well-designed accreditation scheme for outdoor leadership education that is built collaboratively across the industry and demonstrates consistent and reliable outcomes could bridge
the gap and strengthen collaboration between professional education and the workforce.
Finally, for all the benefits of a well-defined scope of practice, the process of articulating
those clear professional boundaries can often disguise institutionalized, unintended, or even
blatant exclusion of some programs and communities. A credible accreditation scheme for outdoor leadership must include a range of perspectives to address these concerns. The AORE sees
tremendous value in the WEA’s efforts to establish minimum expectations for all outdoor leadership development programs.

Final Notes
The general tenor of the Summit dialogue affirmed the value of a comprehensive external
evaluation of programmatic outcomes and quality and the WEA’s move to accreditation. Summit
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attendees called for a renewed focus on curriculum development to maintain a consistent focus
on training and developing outdoor leaders for a backcountry setting. Any accrediting body
must work to communicate the tangible benefits of accreditation for programs, students, and
the industry and work to identify and resolve barriers to add value to accreditation. Summit
participants echoed the experts: The expected scope of practice for outdoor leaders and educators within the specific range of settings needs to be identified—clear professional boundaries.
Accreditation can provide a valid basis for programmatic expansion, resource allocation,
and staffing decisions, among others. It builds credibility and trustworthiness over time. Perhaps
most important, accreditation moves us toward a shared vision for professionalism. But success
is deeply dependent on the ownership and investment for the entire industry—academics, practitioners, association boards, skills experts, students, the general public. It takes a quality process
and stakeholders who not only support the process but also willingly participate in it, who see
the potential and are willing to collectively move the field toward professionalism.
The 2017 Summit was intended to be one of many strategic endeavors that bring partners
together to work on behalf of the industry. The AORE and WEA recently hosted a joint conference on October 24–26, 2018, in Snowbird, Utah, and will continue to explore the potential
of future educational collaborations that may provide a mechanism to better inform, engage,
empower, and advance outdoor recreation and education students and professionals.
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Abstract
Bicycling is a popular recreation activity and mode of transportation among the American
workforce. While safety standards are key factors in reducing risk for a cycling fatality, contextual
factors also play a role. State-level data for this study were retrieved from the U.S. Census Bureau,
the League of American Bicyclists, and the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration.
Trend analysis was conducted via ANOVA and the trajectory of the pedalcyclist fatality rate
(PFR) from 2011 to 2013 was determined. Linear regression was conducted and the influence
of socioeconomic variables on PFR between 2011 and 2013 was determined. The average statelevel PFR increased between 2011 and 2013; however, the trend was not statistically significant.
Regression analysis showed that socioeconomic variables were significant predictors of PFR,
after controlling for relevant covariates. To improve cycling safety, states should not only adopt
legislation and infrastructure that support cycling but also consider implementing innovative
road-safety educational programs in resource-deprived areas.
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Cycling is an important way of improving physical activity, engaging in leisure recreation,
limiting transportation-related greenhouse emissions, and providing economic benefits in the
United States (Cavill & Davis, 2003; Shields et al., 2017). Cycling has physical health benefits
for individuals and communities; however, pedalcyclist-related accidents contribute to many
road-related accidents annually. Fatalities often result from such accidents (Vargo, Gerhardstein,
Whitfield, & Wendel, 2015). Pedalcyclist accidents typically result in emergency service requests
and in the United States cause 900 deaths, 23,000 hospital admissions, 580,000 emergency
department visits, and more than 1.2 million physician visits per year (National Center for
Statistics and Analysis [NCSA], 2016; Thompson & Rivara, 2001).

Literature Review
History of Road and Cycling Safety in the United States
During the 1970s, as rising oil prices drove up fuel costs for consumers and created interest
in cleaner commuting, cycling gained mainstream popularity (McClean, 2012). Environmental
supports were rarely in place municipally, and minimal research had focused on cycling fatalities
(Mitchell & Bambach, 2015). Cyclists embracing the practice for both sport and travel were often
unaware of the risk factors for a pedalcyclist accident, including road design and engineering,
traffic law enforcement, driver and cyclist behavior, helmet use, and traffic volume (Vargo et al.,
2015). Other factors affecting the risk for a pedalcyclist fatality, including inclement weather,
unlit streets, time of day, intoxication, speed of the cyclist, and other cyclists involved, were also
not commonly publicized (Kim, Kim, Ulfarsson, & Porrello, 2007).
Since 1973, the cyclist mortality rate has decreased overall due to the mandatory standards
put in place for all bicyclists by the U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission (Rodgers, 1992;
Vargo et al., 2015); however, the risk for a pedalcyclist accident has not been eliminated, largely
due to environmental factors. According to a survey conducted by the National Highway Traffic
Safety Administration (2014), 88% of cyclists felt threatened by motorists while riding their
bicycle, and 37% felt that the built environment, specifically poor roadways and walkways, hindered personal safety. The perceived risks correspond to the three pillars of safety in Schepers,
Hagenzieker, Methorst, van Wee, and Wedman’s (2014) proposed model of road safety: infrastructure, road users, and the modes of transportation they use.

Modifiable and Nonmodifiable Risk Factors
Currently, more than half of the cyclist population are males between the ages of 25 and 64
(Pucher, Buehler, & Seinen, 2011). The highest rates of accident fatalities affected cyclists between
20 and 54 years of age (Mitchell & Bambach, 2015; NCSA, 2016), and of these fatalities, only
26% of cyclists were wearing helmets (Gaudet et al., 2015). In a 2003 Bureau of Transportation
Statistics study, recreational use and health were primary reasons for cycling, making up 78% of
all cycling trips (U.S. Department of Transportation, Federal Highway Administration, 2002).
Participation in some risky behaviors may also increase the likelihood of a pedalcyclist
fatality. According to one study, 35% of individuals who died in a pedalcyclist accident had
increased blood alcohol concentrations (NCSA, 2016). Studies have shown that alcohol, as well
as the use of illicit drugs, was detected in 25% of cycling accidents (Donatelle & Ketcham, 2013).
Socioeconomic status (SES) can affect pedalcyclist fatalities in several ways, as well
(American Psychological Association, 2016). Residents with lower income and lower educational attainment experience more injuries compared to any other group. SES has also been
shown to be associated with the severity of cycling injuries and the likelihood of a motor-vehicle
collision among adolescents (Embree et al., 2016). SES has the power to limit the capacity of
individuals to mitigate modifiable risk factors for a pedalcyclist fatality. Individuals with low SES
http://www.ejorel.com/
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may struggle to afford protective equipment for riding, such as a helmet and pads. Less educated
persons may have limited knowledge of the harm of unhealthy behavior, such as using alcohol
or drugs while cycling, and therefore exhibit less motivation to adopt healthy behaviors (Pampel,
Krueger, & Denney, 2010). Pedalcyclist fatalities may, therefore, be elevated in areas characterized by socioeconomic deprivation.
This paper extends the results of previous studies, such as Embree et al.’s (2016) study, Pampel
et al.’s (2010) study, and Gaudet et al.’s (2015) study, by (a) providing a nationally representative
study and (b) empirically examining the relationship between socioeconomic characteristics and
pedalcyclist fatalities both spatially and temporally. Therefore, the purpose of this study was (1) to
evaluate the linear growth of the pedalcyclist fatality rate (PFR) at the state level in the United
States between 2011 and 2013, (2) to examine state-level changes in pedalcyclist fatalities via
geographic information systems, and (3) to determine the effect of state-level SES on state-level
pedalcyclist fatalities. We consider states in this study, as states provide (a) a well-defined context
for examining population health, (b) a vehicle for policy implementation affecting large numbers
of individuals, and (c) an established unit of analysis used in other epidemiological studies of
road safety (Traynor, 2009).

Method
Data Collection
State-level secondary data for this spatiotemporal ecological study were downloaded from
several sources. The main study variables in this study were pedalcyclist fatalities, poverty, and
educational attainment. First, annual pedalcyclist fatalities per 1,000,000 population were downloaded for every state (n = 50) in the United States between 2011 and 2013 (variable names:
PFR2011, PFR2012, and PFR2013) from the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration
(2013, 2014, 2015). Second, annual poverty rates at the state level (variable names: POV2011,
POV2012, and POV2013), measured as the percentage of people in each state living in poverty,
were downloaded for 2011 to 2013 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2018). Third, educational attainment
data—measured as the percentage of state residents, 18 years or older, without a high school
education (EDUC2011, EDUC2012, EDUC2013)—were retrieved for 2011 to 2013 (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2018).
Three state-level covariates were also considered in this study: the extent of bicycling as
a mode of transportation (CYC2011, CYC2012, CYC2013), the extent to which states tried to
ensure bicyclist safety (FR2011, FR2012, FR2013), and total population estimates (POP2011,
POP2012, POP2013). Transportation via bicycling in 2011, 2012, and 2013 was measured as
the percentage of the state population who used a bicycle to commute to work (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2018); this variable was included as a covariate, as the “safety in numbers” hypothesis
(Fyhri, Sundfor, Bjornskau, & Laureshyn, 2017) would suggest that states with more pedalcyclists should have fewer pedalcyclist fatalities. State rankings in 2011, 2012, and 2013 for “bicycle
friendliness” were retrieved from the League of American Bicyclists (LAB, 2017). We used these
to measure how safe the environment was for bicycling. The LAB annually collects data from
each state’s Department of Transportation in the areas of safety encouragement, infrastructure,
legislation, policies, and planning as they relate to bicycling, to determine state-level bicycle
friendliness. Additional information regarding data collection and calculation of state rankings
for bicycle friendliness have been published elsewhere (LAB, 2017). Last, state-level population
estimates for 2011, 2012, and 2013 were retrieved from the U.S. Census Bureau (2018).
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Data Analysis
The data sets were joined and analyzed using R, the Project for Statistical Computing
(R Core Team, 2018). First, descriptive statistics, such as means and standard deviations, were
calculated for each variable across each year of the study by United States region (i.e., West,
South, Midwest, and Northeast). Choropleth mapping techniques were used within the QGIS
environment (QGIS Development Team, 2009), and this showed geographic disparities in
pedalcyclist fatalities at the state level. The spatial analysis was executed, and the average annual
change in pedalcyclist fatalities between 2011 and 2013 for each state was calculated.
Linear increases or decreases of the average state-level PFR over the 3-year study were
determined through linear trend analysis via analysis of variance (ANOVA; Pinhas, Tzelgov, &
Ganor-Stern, 2012). Owing to departures from normality for each year of PFR data, log transformations were applied to each variable (González-Velasco, 2010) and the ANOVA procedure
was bootstrapped with 1,000 resamples (Mooney & Duval, 1993).
Also, the effect of SES—measured in this study as the extent of poverty and educational
attainment—on pedalcyclist fatalities were determined through three ordinary least squares
regression models estimated for each year of the study. Each regression model was bootstrapped
with 1,000 resamples, which enhanced the precision of estimates (Freedman, 1981). The dependent variable in each model, PFR, was regressed on poverty rates and educational attainment,
as well as the covariates of bicycle friendliness, popularity of bicycling, and total population
estimates.

Results
Table 1 shows the results of the descriptive analysis. An upward trend in the average state-level PFR occurred in the United States between 2011 and 2013, with a rate (based
on the arithmetic mean of all states) of 1.65/1,000,000 in 2011, 1.75/1,000,000 in 2012, and
1.79/1,000,000 in 2013, although the trend was not statistically significant, F(1, 147) = 0.534,
p = 0.466. Some variation was observed among certain states. In particular, based on a calculation of the average annual change in PFR, Oregon exhibited a 1.56/1,000,000 decline in PFR,
while Oklahoma exhibited a 1.56 increase in PFR. Figure 1 illustrates the variability.

Figure 1. Average annual change in each state’s pedalcyclist fatality rate between 2011 and 2013.
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Table 1
Means and Standard Deviations of State-Level Variables Aggregated Into United States Regions
West
(n = 13)

South
(n = 16)

M

(SD)

M

PFR2011

1.98

(1.06)

1.75

PFR2012

1.79

(1.01)

PFR2013

1.93

(1.22)

CYC2011

1.04

CYC2012
CYC2013

Midwest
(n = 12)

Northeast
(n = 9)

M

(SD)

M

(SD)

(1.72)

1.41

(0.64)

1.30

(1.25)

2.32

(1.63)

1.30

(0.92)

1.24

(0.87)

2.04

(1.60)

1.40

(0.88)

1.68

(1.11)

(0.42)

0.23

(0.14)

0.48

(0.15)

0.46

(0.16)

1.07

(0.44)

0.24

(0.14)

0.53

(0.18)

0.47

(0.18)

1.08

(0.44)

0.26

(0.17)

0.51

(0.16)

0.49

(0.18)

FR2011

25.53

(14.40)

31.50

(13.75)

23.83

(16.21)

17.22

(11.22)

FR2012

23.38

(16.11)

30.06

(13.03)

26.25

(15.28)

19.44

(13.48)

FR2013

22.69

(16.37)

29.25

(12.80)

27.92

(16.46)

19.67

(11.48)

POV2011

14.58

(3.22)

15.99

(2.97)

13.14

(2.32)

11.86

(2.39)

POV2012

13.87

(3.27)

16.81

(3.30)

12.85

(1.88)

11.97

(2.75)

POV2013

13.61

(4.30)

16.68

(3.92)

13.44

(2.08)

10.49

(3.37)

EDUC2011

16.75

(3.66)

17.98

(2.23)

14.56

(2.57)

12.78

(1.62)

EDUC2012

16.33

(3.53)

17.34

(2.18)

14.24

(2.54)

12.39

(1.52)

EDUC2013

16.00

(3.29)

16.68

(2.22)

13.91

(2.47)

12.17

(1.31)

Variable

(SD)

POP2011

5.484

(9.678)

7.054

(6.326)

5.562

(4.071)

6.123

(6.443)

POP2012

5.554

(9.770)

7.125

(6.430)

5.578

(4.071)

6.150

(6.474)

POP2013

5.601

(9.857)

7.212

(6.535)

5.595

(4.071)

6.174

(6.503)

Note. PFR = pedalcyclist fatality rate; CYC = percentage of commuters using bicycles; FR = bicycle
friendliness ratings; POV = percentage living in poverty; EDUC = percentage of adults without
a high school diploma; POP = population estimates in millions.

Table 2 shows the results of the regression analysis. In 2011, the overall model was statistically significant, F(5, 45) = 46.04, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.84. Results showed that in 2011 states with
higher percentages of residents without a high school education had a higher PFR. In 2012, the
overall model was statistically significant, F(5, 45) = 64.69, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.89. Specifically,
results showed that states with higher rates of poverty had a higher PFR. In 2013, the overall
model was also statistically significant, F(5, 45) = 55.11, p < 0.001, R2 = 0.86. Like 2011, results
from the 2013 model showed that states with higher percentages of residents without a high
school education had a higher PFR.
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Table 2
Unstandardized Beta Coefficients for the Prediction of Pedalcyclist Fatality Rates at the State Level
in 2011, 2012, and 2013 (n = 50)
Variable
Bicycle Friendliness
Cycling Commuters
Total Population
Poverty
Education

PFR2011a, b
β
(SE)
−0.01
(0.01)
0.32
(0.15)*
0.01
(0.00)*
−0.03
(0.03)
0.07
(0.03)*

PFR2012a, b
β
(SE)
0.08
(0.08)
0.19
(0.14)
0.01
(0.00)*
0.05
(0.02)*
-0.04
(0.12)

PFR2013a, b
β
(SE)
−0.01
(0.01)
0.01
(0.14)
0.01
(0.00)*
0.01
(0.02)
0.06
(0.02)*

Note. PFR = pedalcyclist fatality rate.
PFR data were log10 transformed. bAll unstandardized beta coefficients were bootstrapped with
1,000 resamples.
a

*p < 0.05.

Discussion
Review of Findings
The findings from this study suggest that states with higher poverty rates and lower educational attainment might share certain characteristics that contribute to more frequent pedalcyclist
fatalities. The extant cycling literature suggests multiple factors that might be relevant to this
study. In a systematic review, Embree et al. (2016) found that cycling injury was associated with
lower SES and with riding in rural areas among adolescents. In our study, we found the greatest increase in PFR in Oklahoma, the same state that exhibited the greatest increase in poverty
across the study period. Given the rural nature of much of Oklahoma, our findings seem to
reflect the general patterns outlined in the Embree et al. study.
Evidence suggests that urban deprivation might also be associated with increased cycling
injuries. In a study of 162 census tracts throughout Austin, Texas, Yu (2014) discovered that areas
with high poverty rates featured a greater than average number of cycling trips and a higher
number of cycling crashes. Perhaps some of this variation relates to the reasons why individuals choose to travel via bicycle. It is possible that people living in poor areas are more likely
to cycle as a means of employment-related transportation, yet their neighborhoods might not
provide them with a safe environment for doing so (Yu, 2014). Indeed, the percentage share of
utilitarian bicycle commuters has been shown to be 4 times higher in urban areas than in rural
areas (Pucher et al., 2011). While the percentage of individuals who use cycling as a mode of
transport for any purpose (i.e., for utility and for recreation) is about a third higher in urban
areas, inversely the proportion of recreational cyclists tends to be higher in rural areas (Pucher
et al., 2011). Taken along with Embree et al.’s (2016) findings, these facts suggest that those who
use cycling more for utilitarian means might be at substantial risk for injury or fatality, though
specific risks might differ by level of urbanity or rurality.
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Additionally, in view of Schepers et al.’s (2014) model of road safety, general neighborhood or area quality—in rural and urban areas—might contribute to cycling fatalities. Edwards,
Green, Lachowycz, Grundy, and Roberts (2008) used the Index of Multiple Deprivation (which
considers the variables of income, employment, health deprivation and disability, education
skills and training, barriers to housing, crime, and living environment) and revealed that cyclists
in areas of England with increased area deprivation were at 2.6 times greater risk for injury;
furthermore, there were significantly steeper deprivation gradients based on settlement type,
specifically in town/fringe and in village locations as compared with urban areas. In other words,
individuals who reside in economically deprived areas and in those that lack resources and infrastructure (e.g., dedicated biking lanes, parks, or an established cycling culture) are at greater risk
for serious injury. Indeed, Shields et al. (2017) showed that infrastructure—adequate bike lanes
and appropriate lighting—are significant safety concerns.
Another specific risk factor might be the design of the neighborhoods. In a study of all road
users injured over a 5-year span in a large urban area, Morency, Gauvin, Plante, Fournier, and
Morency (2012) found significantly more injured cyclists in the poorest rather than the richest
census tracts, though neighborhood road design had a mediating effect. Specifically, they found
that if the number of four-way intersections in poorer census tracts were fewer in number—
such as in the wealthiest tracts (which feature more three-way, or T, intersections)—the number
of injured cyclists would be reduced significantly. While poorer neighborhoods tend to have
reduced road and sidewalk quality, the design of the neighborhood itself might either contribute
to or protect against cycling injury.
Ultimately, lower SES seems to be the overarching factor in an individual’s ability or inability to eliminate risk factors for pedalcyclist injury or fatality, including being able to afford
safety-promoting items such as a helmet. Lang (2007) reported that in areas without helmet
legislation, the odds of wearing a helmet was lowest among children living in households with
unskilled workers and among those living in urban areas, as compared with rural or suburban
children. Similarly, Embree et al. (2016) reported that children who were engaged in cycling on
the road or in public places were more likely to be admitted to a hospital or trauma center for
head injury than those who bicycled in a residential area. Factors such as living in urban areas
and working unskilled jobs are often correlates of lower SES.
Though risk factors and neighborhood characteristics are likely different for individuals
living in rural and urban areas, the findings from this study suggest that it is possible that
low SES—measured in the current report by state poverty rates and educational levels—is
an important predictor of pedalcyclist fatality irrespective of population size characteristics.
Accordingly, state legislatures could consider numerous measures that improve cycling safety.
Improving streets and sidewalks, altering neighborhood design by reducing the number of busy
intersections, creating and promoting cycling infrastructure, and passing cycling safety-related
legislation are approaches that might foster greater numbers of cyclists while reducing fatality
rates. Cities with the highest proportion of cyclists tend to feature the safest cycling, whereas
those with the lowest shares of cycling are typically most dangerous, though it is unknown
whether the increase in cycling leads to greater population safety (i.e., via “safety in numbers”;
Fyhri et al., 2017) or whether the establishment and enforcement of safety measures facilitates
a greater number of cyclists (Pucher et al., 2011). Regardless, states should adopt policies that
increase safety for their poorest citizens, many of whom might be more likely to use cycling as a
purely utilitarian mode of transit.
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Limitations
The findings in this study should be interpreted with a few limitations in mind. First, secondary data were used in this ecological study. Surveillance regarding pedalcyclist fatalities may
be inaccurate and state-level understandings of SES may be incomplete, thereby making accurate
assessments about the relationship between the variables difficult. Second, we examined trends
across a limited 3-year period. Researchers should build from this study’s findings to examine
pedalcyclist fatality trends across wider time scales. Third, the unit of analysis in this study was
states in the United States. Future spatial epidemiological studies may investigate the problem of
pedalcyclist fatalities at a finer unit of resolution, viz., county, and introduce rurality as a variable—as such, a study design may eliminate some of the limitations encountered in this study
and permit more targeted suggestions for public health practice.

Conclusion
To our knowledge, this is the first study to examine the predictive value of state poverty
rates and educational levels on pedalcyclist fatalities with a spatiotemporal approach. Our findings suggest that the states with the least educated and poorest individuals also have the highest
PFR. To improve cycling safety for those using bicycles recreationally and for commuting, states
should not only adopt legislation and infrastructure that support cycling but should also consider urging community leaders to implement unique public safety programs, such as Lifeskills,
in impoverished areas (Teyhan et al., 2016). An evaluation of the Lifeskills program—which
provides students with the opportunity to experience risk in a simulated indoor village comprising roads, houses, rivers, and railways—showed that, compared to a control group, Lifeskills
students more frequently reported wearing a cycle helmet (35.8% vs. 37.1%). As such, risk for
fatalities from cycling, an outdoor form of recreation, may attenuate in areas where children have
access to such programs.
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Abstract
Recent reports suggest that quality outdoor leaders are needed to meet the needs of increasing
outdoor recreation participation. However, little is known about the experiences of individuals
who discover outdoor leadership as a career or how outdoor leaders sustain this way of life over
many years. Through a narrative inquiry framework, this study conducted in-depth interviews
with outdoor leaders to better understand how they discovered the life theme of outdoor leader,
as well as how they created and maintained this lifestyle over the years. This study used relevant
life theme concepts such as flow and resonance as conceptual grounding, to understand and
interpret the outdoor leaders’ stories. Findings describe experiences within two main categories:
Becoming and Maintaining. The participants discussed experiences that served as catalysts for
becoming an outdoor leader, and they described how they established community networks,
connected with nature, and created goals and challenge to maintain their discovered life theme
over many years. This article discusses implications for the growth and development of outdoor
leaders as well as future research.
KEYWORDS: narrative inquiry; outdoor leadership; career development; discovered life theme
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“What are stories, but mystery boxes?”
–J.J. Abrams, writer/director
Participation in outdoor recreation is increasing according to recent reports and trend analysis in America. Close to half of the American population participated in an outdoor activity at
least once in 2015 (Outdoor Foundation, 2016), with young adults aged 18 to 24 demonstrating
a 5% increase in participation. In addition, older adults have increased their outdoor activity in
recent years (Bobilya, Holman, Lindley, & McAvoy, 2010). This rise in outdoor recreation has
also had an economic impact estimated at nearly $900 billion annual consumer spending, generating 7.6 million jobs (Outdoor Industry Association, 2017). One outcome of these economic
and participation growth trends is that more outdoor leaders across a variety of settings (e.g.,
recreation, schools, and private ventures) are needed to accommodate, serve, train, and educate
this growing cohort of outdoor enthusiasts (Priest & Gass, 2018). However, being an effective
outdoor leader is challenging, requiring a complex combination of technical and human skills
developed and sustained over many years (Priest & Gass, 2018). It has been known for a number
of years that long hours, time away from home and family, responsibility for the safety of others, and the pressure of myriad social and economic factors can lead to outdoor leader burnout
(Thomas, 2001).
Not much is known relating to how individuals choose outdoor leadership as their career
or how they maintain motivation and performance in that career over many years. Wagstaff
(2011) observed that many enter the profession by chance. Furthermore, Bobilya et al. (2010)
suggested that the certification process has created “good technicians but poor artists” (p. 313).
These authors proposed that future outdoor programs need to train not only competent leaders
who can safely lead, but also those who can connect with and inspire their participants. These
ends could be achieved through a more in-depth understanding of why individuals choose an
outdoor leader career, how they develop technical expertise, and how they sustain their motivation over many years.
Wagstaff (2011) proposed the Outdoor Leader Career Development Model (OLCDM), and
more recently revised the model by adding the Outdoor Leader Career Development Inventory
(OLCDI), as a heuristic tool to help clarify career stages (Wagstaff, 2016). Using the OLCDI,
Wagstaff (2016) surveyed 594 outdoor leaders regarding their most current position, to better understand outdoor leadership career development. Based on the findings, Wagstaff (2016)
proposed five stages of outdoor leadership career development: Exploration, Contemplation,
Engagement, Professional Involvement, and Career Professional.
According to Wagstaff (2016), outdoor leaders in the Exploration stage are characterized as
having little experience and limited exposure to the concept of professional outdoor leadership.
However, these early-stage leaders are enthusiastic and stimulated by the work. The second stage,
Contemplation, represents outdoor leaders who begin to consider a career in the outdoor industry
as a “realistic option” (Wagstaff, 2016, p. 89). This stage is characterized with a disproportionate
emphasis on technical over human skills, which may be part of affirming the outdoor leader’s
passion for the work and can be crucial to his or her career development. Next, outdoor leaders
enter the third stage of Engagement. This stage typically represents outdoor leader professionals
of 6 to 11 years, whereby they begin to assume leadership positions within organizations and
accept more responsibility. Outdoor leaders at this stage may be affected by significant life issues
including relationships, family issues, or financial concerns that influence career decisions.
Following Stage 3, outdoor leaders enter the Professional Involvement stage, which includes
“active engagement in a professional community” (Wagstaff, 2016, p. 90). Outdoor leaders in this
stage typically establish their professional identity and may seek to make changes to professional
systems. Finally, outdoor leaders enter the fifth and final Career Professional stage in which they
are characterized by a clearly established professional identity and well-developed leadership
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skills. In this stage, outdoor leaders may become capable mentors and embrace this coaching role
in the twilight of their career (Wagstaff, 2016).
The OLCDM provides a useful template for better understanding the career stages for
outdoor leaders “entering and eventually establishing long-term careers within the outdoor
profession” (Wagstaff, 2016, p. 88). However, the experiences of outdoor leader professionals within any of the five stages have received limited attention (Field, Lauzon, & Meldrum,
2016; Filho, 2010). Osipow (1990) observed that more needs to be known about what happens
to individuals after they choose a career. Wagstaff (2016) suggested that in-depth interviewing could “further explain the complexities of outdoor leader career tracks” (p. 88). As Allin
and Humberstone (2006) stated, “. . . Professional development in outdoor education cannot be
understood as divorced from the individual outdoor educators themselves” (p. 135). Thus, this
study explores via in-depth interviews the stories of how outdoor leaders become and live as professionals. Via narrative inquiry, this qualitative study sought understanding of outdoor leaders’
lived experiences (Merriam, 2002) to gain insight into how they entered and maintained outdoor
leader careers. Narrative inquiry can be considered an extension of hermeneutics, which uses
qualitative methods to better understand what people do (Patton, 2002). Researchers “construct
reality through interpreting data provided by participants” (Patton, 2002, p. 115). The personal
narratives, “stories,” or simply data provide “especially translucent windows into cultural and
social meanings” (Patton, 2002, p. 116). Following is a review of the basics of outdoor leadership
and concepts that may underlie the developmental complexity of becoming an outdoor leader
and maintaining that career over many years.

Outdoor Leadership
Outdoor leadership is a dynamic and varied career path. An outdoor leader may work in
a wide range of environments (e.g., rock, water, mountains, snow) and have varied responsibilities (e.g., assistant instructor, lead instructor, coordinator, camp counselor) with multiple clients
(e.g., youth, adults, corporate groups, therapeutic groups). Medina (2001) surveyed attendees
of an industry national conference and identified 13 categories of outdoor leadership positions:
college/university faculty, instructor, leader, facilitator, counselor, director, coordinator, manager, teacher, therapist, health promoter, graduate student, and owner. Directors, coordinators,
instructors, and teachers represented the most common type of position, and facilitating was the
most frequent response for job responsibility of conference attendees (Medina, 2001). Medina
also found that half of the surveyed outdoor leaders indicated at least eight job responsibilities.
To be an outdoor leader requires a diverse skill set. Shooter, Sibthorp, and Paisley (2009)
reviewed and synthesized literature on outdoor leadership skills. Their review featured multiple models including Priest and Gass’s (2018) brick wall model of outdoor leadership; Martin,
Breunig, Wagstaff, and Goldenberg’s (2017) outdoor leader competencies; the National Outdoor
Leadership School’s essential competencies (Gookin, 2006); and the Wilderness Education
Association’s 18-point curriculum (Teeters & Lupton, 1999). Additional models not reviewed
in Shooter et al. (2009) include Nicolazzo’s (2012) outdoor leader essential skills (i.e., human,
educational, and leadership) and the Wilderness Education Association’s updated curriculum
(https://www.weainfo.org/) featuring the core competencies of outdoor living skills, planning
and logistics, leadership, risk management, environmental integration, and education built upon
a base of judgment and decision making. Identifying common elements, considering previous
model limitations, and incorporating program perspectives, Shooter et al. (2009) proposed a
new model that features three essential skills of outdoor leadership: technical skills, interpersonal skills, and judgment and decision making.
Given the wide range of essential skills and even broader range of potential environments,
responsibilities, and user groups, Wagstaff (2016) defined an outdoor leader as “an individual
who leads groups into natural settings via a variety of activities and modes of transportation,
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such as walking, camping, biking, canoeing, caving, ropes courses, kayaking, and mountaineering, for a variety of purposes and outcomes” (p. 76). Ultimately, an outdoor leader needs to have
the ability to do the work, the ability to effectively communicate and work with others, and the
ability to make good decisions. But even within these guidelines, not much is known about the
individuals who are willing to invest the time and energy to learn and implement these skills.
How do individuals become interested in leading outdoor experiences? How do they maintain
the motivation and energy to continue to develop and maintain their outdoor leader lifestyle
over many years? Research on discovering life themes via the concepts of flow, resonance, and
serious leisure serves as a conceptual guide for exploring answers to these questions in this study.

Discovering Life Themes
Discovering life themes or emergent motivational systems through endogenous experience (i.e., motives and purpose that originate within the individual) have been shown to direct
people into fulfilling, lifelong professional work (Clawson & Newburg, 2009; Csikszentmihalyi,
1985, 1990). These emergent motives are considered “open” because they “cannot be explained
in terms of previously existing determining factors” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1985, p. 95). These
emergent motives also are intrinsic because they arise from direct experience and provide inner
rewards so compelling that they may guide an individual to explore and contemplate professional possibilities to foster these optimal experiences. As an example, a young woman paddles a
raft for the first time with friends and finds the experience so absorbing that she goes back again
and again and soon begins to wonder about career possibilities in outdoor adventure—a discovered life theme begins to emerge (Csikszentmihalyi, 1985, 1990).
Typically, professional work life themes are presented, rather than discovered, which would
be expected because a society is only able to continue when most people accept and invest energy
in predictable, established, and common life themes. This does not mean that an individual’s life
will be the same as everyone else’s, but the experiences will be “fairly predictable” within presented life themes (Csikszentmihalyi, 1985). Discovered life themes can direct people, via order
in consciousness and emergent goals, into such meaningful and fulfilling experiences that the
contexts of leisure and work integrate into a more holistic way of being and living (Hattie, Marsh,
Neill, & Richards, 1997; Newburg, Kimiecik, Durand-Bush, & Doell, 2002; Stebbins, 2013). In
sum, discovered life themes emerging from open motivational systems are not the norm, but
certainly do exist (Clawson & Newburg, 2009; Csikszentmihalyi, 1985; Newburg et al., 2002).
How does this process occur whereby for some individuals discovered, rather than presented,
life themes emerge, leading to fulfilling professional work choices and experiences?
Flow, a state of optimal experience involving complete absorption in a task, is one possibility for the discovery of intrinsic-oriented life themes (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997). For example, in
rock climbing, immersion and loss of self-consciousness may provide opportunities for individuals to express themselves on the rock and bring those experiences back with them (Arcand,
Durand-Bush, & Miall, 2007). As Csikszentmihalyi (1975) originally noted, the autotelic experience is “a psychological state, based on concrete feedback, which acts as a reward in that it
produces continuing behavior in the absence of other rewards” (p. 23). The autotelic experience
is a holistic sensation, an “inner state so enjoyable that people are willing to forsake a comfortable life for its sake” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, p. 37). For some people, flow or the autotelic
experience can be so powerful that it overrides more common presented life themes, leading
them to invest psychic energy to explore further the emerging or discovered life theme.
A second concept parallel to flow states that may help explain the process of emergent or
discovered life themes is resonance (Newburg et al., 2002). Resonance is also grounded in positive subjective experience, whereby one’s life is a seamless fit between how he or she wants to
feel (internal) and the environment (external). Resonance refers to a harmonious way of living
and evolved from interviews with hundreds of outstanding performers in science, music, sports,
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arts, business, and medicine (Clawson & Newburg, 2009). The Resonance Performance Model
emerged out of these interviews as a means for understanding the process of positive subjective
experience and optimal performance. The performers’ narratives suggest that they lived their
lives in a circular pattern by (1) identifying how they wanted to feel in their daily activities,
(2) preparing to experience how they wanted to feel, (3) identifying obstacles that prevented
them from feeling the way they wanted, and (4) revisiting how they wanted to feel when they
lost touch with it (Newburg et al., 2002). Newburg (1993) does not consider the model components in a linear fashion, but instead as a cyclical, holistic integration of feel into people’s daily
lives. Some researchers (Arcand et al., 2007; Burke, Durand-Bush, & Doell, 2010) have explored
the notion that feel may be a multidimensional or holistic subjective experience. For example,
Burke et al. (2010) interviewed elite and recreational mountain climbers and found that the elite
climbers paid closer attention to and were more aware of how they wanted to feel in multiple
dimensions (e.g., physical, spiritual) when climbing, which led to a greater immersion in the task
than for the recreational climbers.
Both flow and resonance may play a role in discovered life themes. The Resonance
Performance Model refers to a broader positive subjective experience, whereas flow pertains
more to positive subjective snapshots of specific experiences. Csikszentmihalyi (1997) suggested
that flow alone cannot explain why some people commit to and excel in certain areas of life: “It
takes energy to achieve optimal experiences, and all too often we are unable, or unwilling, to put
out the initial effort” (p. 33). Flow may be an optimal experience, but to place oneself into specific
situations for flow to occur requires a high degree of commitment and energy.
As is evident, the context of leisure is relevant to the above discussion regarding flow, resonance, and discovered life themes. Leisure has been defined in many ways (Perkins & Nakamura,
2013), but one way to consider leisure is as uncoerced activity undertaken during free time
(Stebbins, 2013). Although leisure can provide people with many experiences, a serious leisure
activity (Stebbins, 2013) can be so substantial, interesting, and fulfilling that the participant
begins to pursue it as a leisure career. Stebbins (2005) found flow to be a key motivational force
within serious leisure activities, such as kayaking, mountain/ice climbing, and snowboarding.
One component of serious leisure is that the participants tend to strongly identify with their
chosen pursuits (Stebbins, 2013). Similarly, adventure recreation “. . . represents a nontraditional
activity for many individuals and may therefore be a prime context for identity development . . .
[it] is a context outside the bounds of traditional school and peer group activities” (Duerden,
Widmer, Taniguchi, & McCoy, 2009, p. 345). Kleiber (1999) suggests that outdoor adventure as
a leisure experience can speak to one’s identity and develop a theory of self, and numerous positive outcomes have been identified (Holman & McAvoy, 2005; Loeffler, 2004). Hence, outdoor
adventure within serious leisure could very much be a conduit to enhancing positive identity via
flow and resonance, leading to discovered life themes, at least for some people.

Purpose of This Study
Through participant observation and unstructured conversations, Filho (2010) examined
the experiences of river guides and found that they deliberately chose their profession to blur
the line between work and leisure through the creation of a unique lifestyle—they enjoyed the
opportunity to engage in a leisure activity and work at the same time. Filho (2010) added, however, “there’s been a lack of research on the transformation of a leisure activity into paid work”
(p. 294). Thus, this study explores via in-depth interviews the experiences of outdoor leaders
who chose and maintained a career over many years. Flow, resonance, and serious leisure were
used as conceptual guides to discovered life themes, and the interviews focused on the stories
and lived experiences of outdoor leaders relating to two primary questions: (1) How do individuals get interested in and choose outdoor leader as a career? and (2) How do individuals sustain
their motivation and energy over many years as outdoor leaders?
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Method
Qualitative research seeks to understand the meaning individuals construct from their
experiences (Merriam, 2002). To better understand the outdoor leaders’ experiences, this study
used a narrative inquiry approach (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Narrative inquiry uses participant stories to understand a phenomenon (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2008; Smith & Sparkes, 2009).
Participant narratives are first-person accounts of an experience and are typically told in story
form: “The story is a basic communicative and meaning-making device pervasive in human
experience” (Merriam, 2002, p. 286). This story-based, narrative-inquiry approach fits with the
purpose of this study, which was to explore how individuals become interested in and maintain
a career as an outdoor leader.
The study was conducted over one summer river season in a small Rocky Mountain town.
The first author conducted all interviews and worked as a guide during the time of the interviews. He conducted interviews on days off and at times observed the guides working in their
setting. As a sport and exercise psychology researcher interested in flow and resonance, the second author read interview transcripts, provided conceptual guidance, and collaborated on the
writing process.

Participant Recruitment, Selection, and Interviews
Participants were recruited through snowball sampling (Merriam, 2002)—each interviewee
was asked to recommend an outdoor leader who might be able to contribute valuable insight
and information to the study. Eight in-depth interviews with seven outdoor leaders (6 males,
1 female) were conducted. The interviews were conducted during the river season and concluded at the end of the season when guides, leaders, and the author completed seasonal work
responsibilities (the lead author returned home after the season). The in-depth interviews were
designed to have minimal structure (i.e., no interview guide was used), which enabled each
leader to tell his or her life story. These unstructured interviews were conducted in locations
of convenience for the participants (i.e., in a rafting office, inside a shuttle van, at their home).
One interview was conducted over the phone due to scheduling challenges. All interviews were
recorded with permission of the participant. Interviews ranged from 60 to 90 min. Although
flow, resonance, and serious leisure were used at times to frame the interviewer’s questions, the
interviewer did not not use them deductively to push or guide the interview in certain directions.
That is, the interviewer did not state, “Here is what flow means. Can you tell me about a time
when you experienced flow?” However, if a participant introduced the idea of flow, the interviewer would probe the participant to discuss further. The participants were encouraged to be as
honest as possible in telling their story, which typically includes important events, experiences,
and feelings over a lifetime (Warren & Karner, 2010).

Overview of Participants
The seven participants interviewed were outdoor leaders in rock, mountaineering, and
river activities who loosely fit within Wagstaff ’s (2016) Engagement, Professional Involvement,
or Career Professional stages of professional development. The following brief descriptions of
each participant—Pierce, Allen, Tricia, Johnny, Mac, Woody, and Lance (names changed to
protect anonymity)—provide an overview of background and career focus, snapshots of each
participant’s life at the time of the interview.
Pierce is an outdoor leader in his late 20s with over 10 years of experience in the whitewater
paddling industry as a river guide and program administrator. Pierce grew up in a “mountain
family” and indicated he spent much of his life around rafting or skiing. Pierce initially resisted
the family rafting business, recently returning to help with operations and guiding. He has over
5 years of guiding experience and approximately 3 years of outdoor administration experience.
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Allen is an outdoor leader in his mid-30s with over 15 years of experience as a field instructor and program administrator. Allen grew up in the rural south where he recalled his early
experiences going outside with his father and later exploring with his friends. During college,
Allen completed an Outward Bound instructor development course that became his “launching” point into a career in the outdoors. Allen gradually became a professional outdoor leader, at
first working seasonally with camps often designing and running mountain bike programs, then
guiding and instructing for up to 11 months of the year, and now working for approximately
5 years in program administration.
Tricia is an outdoor leader in her mid-30s with over 15 years of experience working with
outdoor schools including Outward Bound and the National Outdoor Leadership School
(NOLS). Tricia grew up in a low-key family with parents who appreciated nature and took their
children on car camping trips. Tricia got involved with technical outdoor activities the moment
she learned they existed. With guidance from a university program mentor, Tricia took a NOLS
course halfway through college and “ate it up.” Tricia taught for Outward Bound for several years
and now spends large portions of the year guiding internationally in climbing and backcountry
skiing.
Johnny is an outdoor leader in his 40s with over 15 years of experience working for Outward
Bound and rock climbing and mountain guiding. Johnny grew up in the Midwest hunting, fishing, and working with farm animals and believes he was innately interested in being in the
mountains. He moved to the mountains in college and “immediately started backpacking and
running out in the mountains.” As Johnny’s career with Outward Bound progressed, he began to
grow tired of actively engaging with the emotions on the Outward Bound courses and decided
to pick up professional guiding opportunities. He noticed that his off-season was disappearing
and he was feeling more burned out. Eventually, Johnny was able to use his seniority to develop a
balanced schedule, only to realize the relationships developed during his off time were suffering
from his work schedule. At that point, Johnny decided to stop guiding professionally.
Mac is an outdoor leader in his 40s with over 15 years of experience guiding in the whitewater paddling industry and now as a program administrator. Mac grew up in the Midwest and
got involved at an early age with the Boy Scouts. During college, he completed a NOLS semester,
then took a summer camp job in a small mountain town and gradually became more outdoor
oriented. Mac started rafting with a company owned by some of the original pioneers of commercial rafting. Mac was on the water every day of the boating season for the next 10 years.
Following the intense seasons, Mac would take cheap rafting vacations using his own equipment.
More recently, the adventures have scaled back to spending time on the beach relaxing with his
family, and soon he anticipates his children will graduate, after which he and his wife will explore
adventures of their own.
Woody is an outdoor leader in his 30s with over 10 years of experience guiding in the whitewater paddling industry as a river guide, program administrator, and owner. Woody grew up in
a boating family and was around rivers at an early age. He stated that he knew one day he wanted
to own a rafting company and became a guide as soon as he turned 18. Woody found his first job
with a local company and guided for 2 years. After 2 years, he was promoted to the head boatman
and worked in that capacity for four seasons. Woody then moved on to rafting on other rivers
to diversify his skills and increase his river knowledge. He returned back to his Colorado home
and worked for three more seasons before he decided to explore company ownership. Woody has
been the owner and operator of his own company for over 10 seasons.
Lance is an outdoor leader in his late 20s with approximately 10 years of experience in the
whitewater paddling industry as a river guide and program administrator. Lance grew up in
Texas, spending his time outside looking for things to do, making up games, and doing whatever
he could to avoid watching television. Lance experienced the outdoors through activities such as
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paintball and boating on a nearby lake. One summer after graduating from high school, Lance
was on vacation in the mountains to escape the Texas heat when he happened to be in the right
place at the right time and stumbled on a logistics position with a rafting company. His talent
involved backing up trailers and the company needed help moving shuttles around. This opportunity led to a guide position the following season. Lance continues to split his time between
working river seasons as a guide and winter construction opportunities in Texas.

Data Analysis
Generally, three strategies adapted from Luttrell (2009) were employed as part of the
narrative analysis. Narratives were read first for overall gist and then topics of particular interest
were selected, followed by identification of patterns across interviews. A challenge in narrative
analysis is to determine what goes together, as “no formula exists for that transformation” (Patton,
2002, p. 432). The analysis process was driven by deductive and inductive content analysis. Flow,
resonance, and serious leisure were not the sole drivers of the data analysis, but they certainly
were deductively included in the examination of patterns related to optimal experiences. In
addition, patterns were examined for such experiences within becoming an outdoor leader and
maintaining that career. Within this framework, an inductive analytic process was used to enable
the themes of the narratives to emerge from the raw data. Specifically, verbatim transcriptions
were read and field notes were examined with NVivo software. Individual outdoor leader
narratives were constructed and considered in relation to each other. The first author explored
emergent patterns and themes with rounds of open coding, and he casted and recasted the data
in an attempt to reflect the core essence of the data. Following Wolcott (1994), he continued this
process until making some decisions about patterns and themes:
[Categories] cannot [emerge] on their own . . . you must go to their rescue or they will
perish . . . you have no choice other than to transcend any commitment you may have
felt toward pure description . . . for the qualitative researcher description, analysis and
interpretation are a matter of emphasis. (p. 63)
Patton (2002) referred to patterns as descriptive findings, while themes represent patterns
in categorical and topical form. In this study, narratives combined with data familiarity that was
generated from the multiple analytic techniques produced six themes that formed the core of
the findings.

Findings and Discussion
Based on the data analysis process, six themes emerged within two broad categories that
describe how outdoor leaders (1) become professionals and (2) develop and maintain fulfilling
professional experiences. The first two themes relate to how outdoor leaders Become professional
outdoor leaders. The first theme, catalyst, suggests this study’s outdoor leaders at some point
experienced an activity in such a way that it hooked them. The experience functioned as the
spark that began the process of seeking more adventure experiences. The second theme, professional pursuit, highlights how the outdoor leaders became aware of and sought employment in
outdoor leadership. The final four themes relate to how the outdoor leaders Maintain a career
in outdoor leadership. Findings suggest these outdoor leaders intentionally developed a community network, connected with nature, and created goals and challenge to fuel their lifestyle. Each
theme will be described in further detail, providing a better understanding of the outdoor leaders’ experiences. Extensive quotes are included throughout to reflect this study’s narrative-based
approach. While all participant stories informed the data analysis, the authors have chosen to
represent findings with the most illustrative narratives.

http://www.ejorel.com/

312

LEWIS AND KIMIECIK

Category 1: Becoming
Theme 1—Catalyst. For these participants, the first steps to becoming an outdoor leader
were catalyst experiences that captured or hooked them on outdoor adventure. The spirit of
adventure and its integrated relationship with the psychological state of flow may be one factor in these catalyst experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). The characteristics of the flow state
include intense concentration on the task at hand, feeling a sense of control where action and
awareness merge, possessing the ability to process feedback immediately and accurately, feeling a
loss of self-consciousness, and a loss of sense of time. The spirit of adventure augments this state
through additions of challenge, risk, and uncertainty, which may help with task focus. Outdoor
leader Allen described his adventure-flow-like experience that he had when he was a child and
that led to an interest in and eventual discovery of outdoor adventure:
There was a trail that led out of my neighbor’s house, literally right next door. The trail
led out into the woods, and that was our entry point. I spent countless hours exploring.
We found some really cool places and the adventures just happened from there. We
were attached to this place and it was a cool time in my life. Then later in college I was
introduced to mountain biking and it all sort of hit for me that I enjoyed being outside.
Similar to Ryan and Frederick’s (1997) concept of subjective vitality, the catalyst may also be
associated with the conscious experience of feeling alive. In multiple studies, Ryan and Frederick
found subjective vitality to be associated with personal agency and self-actualization. Outdoor
leader Tricia described her experience of subjective vitality:
It was the first semester of college that I did a rock climbing weekend with the outdoor
program. I was the first person to sign up and I loved it . . . The director of the outdoor
program where I went to school was a NOLS graduate. She recognized before I did
where I was headed. She said, “Yeah you’re going to be an outdoor instructor” . . . She
knew who I was, almost before I did. She told me about NOLS and gave me a copy of
Freedom of the Hills. I read that and thought it was too good to be true. I just read the
whole thing. With her direction and help I went up to the Cascades for a NOLS mountaineering course when I was 20. I absolutely ate it up, I mean just ate it up.
Johnny knew how outdoor adventure would make him feel, even before he participated:
I really didn’t do outdoor activities. I was interested in them; I read books on wilderness survival and hiking. I saw a National Geographic special on OB [Outward Bound]
aired on TV, I was like, “That’s cool. I want to do that.” When it came back around later
in life, I was like, “Sure I’ll try that.” So overall, I think I was always innately interested
in being in the mountains.
Chawla (1999) explored significant life experiences in relation to pro-environmental behaviors and found that participant life histories offer two primary explanations for pro-environmental
behavior: early experiences and mentors. Chawla’s findings indicate that early habits and exposure predispose individuals to respond to chance events later in life, ultimately leading them to
taking advantage of opportunities to develop new skills, attitudes, and environmental behavior.
Accordingly, the role of outdoor experiences as a catalyst functions primarily as an initial source
of flow, feel, and vitality, which may be recognized and perceived as the conscious experience of
having energy available to oneself (Ryan & Frederick, 1997; Ryan & Deci, 2008). Nakamura and
Csikszentmihalyi (2003) suggested that as a person is drawn onward by enjoyable interaction
with an object, the meaning of the relationship gradually deepens—emergent meaning. They
added that a flow-like experience aids a person in discovering subsequent flow states: “Autotelic
persons are attracted to goals that require effort to achieve . . . children who learn to enjoy investing effort in meaningful goals can count on more positive outcomes in the long run” (p. 101).
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Taken together, this study’s findings describe a process where early outdoor adventure experiences generate a drive as well as a preference for meaningful pursuits—the discovered life theme.
Based on the leaders’ narratives, early adventure functions as an instigator involving an
initial exposure or experience that leads to interest and curiosity. For these outdoor leaders,
this self-propelled force emerged from engagement, interest, and curiosity (via flow and feel),
fostering a desire for further experience. Chawla found that early exposure to nature and having
mentors in the outdoors increased the likelihood of developing pro-environmental behaviors.
Similarly, we are suggesting that early exposure to outdoor recreation and mentors increases
the likelihood of becoming an outdoor leader. Of course, selecting adventure pursuits can hinge
on many factors, including the physical landscape and geography as well as local traditions and
expertise (Bailey, 1999). Accordingly, in this study some outdoor leaders, due to geographic location, had direct access to natural resources and pursued adventure on their own, while some
lacked direct access and relied on mentors to facilitate initial experiences. While there is no
specific starting point per se, the findings suggest that some outdoor experiences were engaging
enough to become a desired feeling state. These findings also suggest that fewer opportunities for
children (Bobilya et al., 2010; Louv, 2006) to connect with nature could lead to health issues and
limit the number of young people interested in outdoor adventure as a career.
Theme 2—Professional pursuit. The second emergent finding involves the process
through which the participants turned an interest in outdoor adventure into an income producer. Outdoor leaders described a deliberate decision to combine the traditionally separate
spheres of work and leisure. Filho (2010) described this: “Experiencing both . . . can be seen as a
deliberate life choice, a way to integrate and unify two secular spheres that were always conceived
as distant or separate, and the creation of a unique lifestyle” (p. 294). For the outdoor leaders,
income not only provided a lifestyle opportunity, but also increased opportunities to experience
what they enjoyed. Stebbins (2013) calls this process serious leisure, which enables the individual
in “acquiring and expressing a combination of special skills, knowledge, and experience” (p. 9).
Filho (2010) added, “It is possible to conclude that during work time they [guides] are also having fun, experiencing pleasure, living in a full way their lifestyle . . . there is no difference between
work, leisure, and personality; they are all included in the concept of lifestyle” (p. 293). Johnny
explained,
After about three years into climbing, I started to pursue it more as an income
producer . . . I realized I had this outdoor thing that I loved doing, so I started looking
at ways I could pursue that . . . The first course I worked I was like, “This is it. I love
this.” It was super hard, but I loved it. That was definitely a moment. I was searching for
something and I found that. It was combining everything that was going on in my life
and gave me a way to experience it, share it with other people, and produce an income.
Allen described an experience that transformed his outdoor adventure experience from personal
to professional:
I had no idea what I was getting into. When I saw a flyer in college I thought it looked
cool, but I don’t think I was thinking career. I did the IDP [Instructor Development
Program, which was a 55-day introduction into being an OB instructor. That was my
launching point . . . I loved that program. It just changed my perception of the world,
and I knew that’s what I wanted to do when I finished. That was a pivotal point for me.
That course was my introduction and complete learning experience. I went to work for
a camp and spent a bunch of time in the field that summer.
The examples from Johnny and Allen of transforming interest into lifestyle can be explained
by the Resonance Performance Model (Newburg et al., 2002), which proposes that when individuals discover a feel for how they want to live, they begin to seek out situations and environments
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to experience just that. It appears that the participants in this study vigorously went after that
connection between experiences and feel, allowing each to propagate the other. In other words,
the adventure experience produced a unique feeling state; the desired feeling state propelled the
participants into engaging in subsequent adventures. Relatedly, Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi
(2003), in a review of flow studies, concluded that past flow experiences are key to future pursuits. In essence, flow drives flow; therefore, individuals find more flow once they experience it.
In this study, the outdoor leaders’ lives were grounded by desired feeling states and they engaged
in adventure experiences to reproduce these states, facilitating the formation of an action intention for continued participation. Tricia described this integrative process:
It’s another piece: making money—the reality of money, the financial income . . . I like
the reality of life of it [working adventure]. I like for what I’m doing to be more sustainable and more real. I think work is more real. It’s more engaging when you have to
learn your stuff and there’s more of a purpose to it than just “oh I’m here to have fun.”
It’s got to be work; it’s got to be life.
Stories such as Tricia’s provide insight into how outdoor leaders may extend interest and
form an action intention that ultimately leads to activity engagement. According to Tsai (2005),
an action intention can move an individual from having an interest in to consistently engaging
in an activity. Outdoor leaders’ ability to deliberately plan opportunities to experience adventure
sustainably connects interest and engagement with the action intention. For the outdoor leaders
in this study, the professional action intention that developed was maintained with four lifestyle
“fuels”: community, nature, goals, and challenge.

Category 2: Maintaining
Theme 3—Community. To sustain their professional engagement, the outdoor leaders in
this study used social relationships and relationships formed through adventure experiences to
access flow states and feel how they wanted to feel. In this capacity, the adventure experience,
which was pursued for its potential to produce optimal experience, also fostered and developed
deep relationships. These relationships helped facilitate future adventure opportunities, which
led to frequent potential for experiencing one’s desired feeling state. The development of
relationships can help facilitate adventure experiences and propel this cycle of living adventure
with anticipation of future experiences and direct facilitation of adventure experiences. Pohl,
Borrie, and Patterson (2000) found that wilderness recreation fostered a connection with others
and helped form strong bonds that were maintained by “sharing periodic trips . . . [into] the
wilderness” (p. 426). Filho’s (2013) interviews of adventure guides demonstrated that they
established a family relationship among themselves. In this study, the maintenance and/or
growth of relationships involved sharing adventure experiences, which fueled resonance and
maintained an outdoor leader’s lifestyle. An example of the influence of community appears in
Lance’s comments that highlight the blurred lines between leisure time and work:
I didn’t have friends in the area other than these people I worked with, so I needed to
get a bike if I wanted to go with them when they went riding, and I wanted to do that.
I picked up a bike and started riding and that’s how I got started getting a lot more
involved in outdoor activities. It’s easy when you live in it. It’s hard when you live out
of it.
Lance explored a new outdoor pursuit with members of the adventure community he knew and
worked with. Similarly, Allen discussed the role of community in perpetuating adventure experiences through ideas and convenient opportunities:
Hell, more than half the things I’ve done in my life have probably been somebody
else’s dream. I jumped on their coattails and went with it because it sounded cool and
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something I’d be interested in doing. I’m sure in those early days living in a group of
people who had similar interests we spurred each other to take these steps. “Let’s go
climb this route. Let’s go paddle the Gun Powder. Let’s do this and that.” That’s how
it happens, definitely at times over a cheap, nasty beer. You get talked into it by your
friends and colleagues. You get excited and you go do it. Most of it is being in the right
place at the right time with the right group of people.
Finally, Tricia and Allen noted the aspect of community that includes shared understanding.
Tricia appreciated knowing members of the community, and Allen described bonds that are
formed:
It’s really nice to have a community . . . I know who the players are. I know the community. I know I can get stuff. I really understand, as much as I want to be involved, the
climbing community. It’s really cool to have friends and be out on the road and meet
people who’ve been climbing for a long period of time. There’s a real shared cultural
history. (Tricia)
The things that really connect me to points and places are the people . . . It’s a very
tight network and there are bonds that can’t really ever completely be described, and
probably shouldn’t be. The unspoken glances that said, “We pretty much almost died.
Now we got to get our shit together and move on. Let’s not let that happen again”. . .
It’s unspoken about, we don’t have to tell the stories but there’s an understanding, an
appreciation. As I’ve talked with some guides, we realized it’s hard for us to form those
bonds with people who haven’t been in those situations. (Allen)
Theme 4—Nature. The location of the adventure experiences also helps fuel the outdoor
leader’s lifestyle. Outdoor adventure, by definition, involves experiences where the natural
environment plays an integral role. This study’s findings suggest that connecting with the
natural environment helps provide the conditions for the outdoor leader’s desired feeling
states. According to Pohl et al. (2000), through “travels into wilderness, one may experience
an overwhelming sense of intellectual clarity or a heightened sense of mental awareness . . .
Absorption in the environment and slowing down allowed one to become fully involved in
the moment, experiencing everything” (pp. 427–428). Nakamura and Csikszentmihalyi (2003)
added, “Intense concentration [is] perhaps the defining quality of flow” (p. 92) where there is no
room for any other attentional focus. As such, the outdoor leaders in this study identified and
allowed inherent features of the natural environment to foster flow, feel, and vitality, which kept
them coming back. Pierce, Tricia, and Johnny described their maintenance of the outdoor leader
lifestyle fueled by an intentional engagement with the natural environment, which facilitated
their desired feeling states:
I just like it, the whole feeling of being out on the water . . . It’s so much fun and that’s
what I like about it, all that energy in one place. In the wilderness, all of a sudden you
look out and there is nothing, no one as far as the eye can see . . . I would look around
and think, “I’m the luckiest person in the world” . . . That’s a great feeling to me and
that’s what keeps me coming back . . . taking myself completely out of that [routine]
and being on nature’s cycle for a minute is the most awesome thing that I can do for
myself . . . That to me is how I get in touch with that greater energy, whatever you want
to call it. And I stay in it, I stay in it . . . It’s like knowing that you are feeling as good
as you are going to feel probably ever in your life. That part’s addicting . . . It creates
everything else around what I do . . . if I completely disconnected from nature my
whole mental and physical position, outlook, and feeling change when I disconnect
from nature and I don’t like that. (Pierce)
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Being outside, the whole nature bit, being out in the landscape is really fundamental
to everything in my life. Natural places, they’re powerful, powerful places. It gets in
your blood. I’ve spent a lot of time and energy focusing on what’s happening in the
landscape . . . I like to be out. That’s really the bottom line . . . I love being out, that’s
why we do this. All of us do. (Tricia)
The climbing was what interested me, but the mountains and being out in the wild was
a very cathartic thing for me. It was a very spiritual thing for me, having that connection with the wilderness . . . While the outdoors was a testing ground, and I went out
there to push my limits, but in the end, it was more that connection to the wilderness
that was my base for what I did and with climbing shaped my whole outdoor career.
(Johnny)

Each of these stories demonstrates the fundamental role that nature or the outdoors plays
in maintaining a fulfilling lifestyle for the outdoor leader. For ease of presentation, this paper has
organized themes, such as nature and community, as separate, but they are likely interdependent and work together to help outdoor leaders maintain their integrated work–leisure lifestyle.
For example, studies on awe—a perception of being in the presence of something vast that the
individual does not immediately understand—have connected this self-transcendent emotion to
prosocial behavior (Piff, Dietze, Feinberg, Stancato, & Keltner, 2015). As suggested by the outdoor leaders interviewed, being out in nature and the wild elicited a sense of awe, which is one
explanation for their strong social connections with others (community). Supporting this idea,
Pohl et al. (2000) found that women’s participation in wilderness recreation led to them seeing
others in a new light, such as being more patient.
Theme 5—Goals. The outdoor leaders in this study used goals to access and experience
their desired feeling states. People need to have clear goals to experience these states, which
direct action and provide focus (Csikszentmihalyi, 1997; S. Jackson & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999).
Allen described this process:
I was trying to figure out what it was this year that I wanted to set my sights on, because otherwise, I have a hard time making sure I make time for a big adventure . . .
at this point anyway . . . So, I spent from the end of February on the bike in the saddle
training and kinda picking events trying to put in the mileage that was necessary . . .
I wouldn’t say that I was all giggles, but during the long training rides and the race it’s
meditative. You’re in the moment. You feel attached to your bike and you feel attached
to the people around you, attached to the environment. All this information is coming,
flying into your head and you’re processing it perfectly.
Goals led Allen to opportunities to experience how he liked to feel—attached to his bike
and the people around him. Goals help to create an ownership for one’s actions, particularly
autonomous or self-concordant goals (Sheldon 2014), which are deeply connected to a person’s actual interests. The outdoor leaders in this study generated motivation through goals that
helped propel them to enhance and maintain their discovered life theme. For example, Johnny
planned a long way out so that he could work on his climbing:
It became a little more methodical planning and figuring out when I was going to
work on my own climbing. I would have to plan that into the year. “Well, I’m going to
go to Ecuador and I’m going to work January and February, ok I’ve got March off. I
need to find a climbing partner now.” It’s November, so I’m looking for someone to go
climbing with in March. Being methodical about finding a partner and then planning
it into your schedule, just like any other trip, are two aspects of it. That worked pretty
well. I was happy doing that for a long time. It seems crazy; clients would always ask
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me, “What do you do in your free time?” “Well, I go climbing.” That’s what I was doing
and I enjoyed it. (Johnny)
These examples from Johnny and Allen demonstrate the link among goals, planning, and
experience. These outdoor leaders knew how they wanted to feel and then built their lives around
those desired feeling states.
Theme 6—Challenge. The final theme to emerge within the Maintaining category involved
embracing and seeking challenges that are inherent in outdoor adventure. The outdoor leaders in this study used challenge to experience self-discovery, flow states, and a feeling of being
free. Challenge is slightly different from goals in that it refers to how the leaders approached
an activity or the experience itself. Similar to the community and nature themes, the challenge
theme involves overlap and interdependence between goals and challenge. Regardless, the outdoor leaders consciously used their adventure to explore new challenges (they used goals to
create those challenges), which required increased skill and competence to navigate successfully
through the experience. This is a direct reference to the flow model, in which the balance of
challenge and skill underlies optimal experience (S. Jackson & Kimiecik, 2008). It is a delicate
balance for a person to know when to up the challenge as skill improves, to prevent boredom.
Handling this process correctly is even more essential in outdoor adventure when risk and safety
are paramount. Allen described his experience with challenge:
Every year I choose something to try and some of those things still defeat me. I just
think it’s good to keep challenging yourself. That’s the underlying thing here in a lot
of ways. If you believe in outdoor adventure and adventure recreation you know that
those things don’t come easy. It’s not like just fly up a peak and “Wahoo another peak.”
There’s a lot of pain and suffering involved. You stay at it long enough and you’re going
to lose close friends; people are going to die in the mountains. You are going to deal
with a lot of death and tragedy too. That’s pain and suffering too. All of that is part
of the challenge, and in challenge is self-discovery. I think that’s what most of us are
driven by, if I push myself here, what am I going to take away from this? What will be
new for me? I think that’s it. For years now, every year I select the thing that will kick
my ass for the year.
Similar to the flow model, the Adventure Experience Paradigm (Martin & Priest, 1986;
Priest & Bunting, 1993) proposes that peak adventure occurs when perceived risk and competence are closely matched at a relatively high level. Peak adventure, similar to the flow state,
involves some intense experiences. Lance described,
For me, the challenge and everything, when I get it after struggling I’m like, “I got it
now.” I like that. For me, the most exciting thing I’ve ever done in my life is literally
going down a rapid and not having an idea of what’s happening next . . . I loved that,
just going down and looking for myself and thinking what do I want to do. Which
way do I want to go? All this is free, 100% free will. That’s the most freedom I ever felt.
Priest (1992) noted, “There can be little doubt in the minds of recreationists that the challenging nature of their adventure experiences come from the interaction of situational risk and
personal competence” (p. 127). Challenge is the intersection of skill and risk (Priest, 1992).
However, the role of challenge in maintaining the outdoor leader’s discovered life theme extends
beyond a matched balance of these variables. Much of the role of adventure in the lives of outdoor leaders is to provide challenging experiences for the opportunity to learn about oneself
through failure. Priest suggested that an important feature of the adventure experience is misadventure, “because people learn from their mistakes” (p. 129). Pierce described learning from his
inability to match a challenge and how it changed him:
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When I got taken down a notch by the river, I learned a little humility, and it was good.
That was the best thing that I could have done, because it made me know what I didn’t
know, and that’s good . . . so when I went back to big water after the West Water trip
where I flipped and knowing that I was putting myself back in the situation which was
scary absolutely changed my life; it changed everything about what I thought and what
I did and what I wanted to do with my life. West Water, more than anything, it was a
confidence builder because I didn’t know having never done that how I would handle
that and if I could handle that. Fear ended on that trip. I thought for sure that thing was
going to get me. But it was a defining moment that set me straight, and being in that
reality set me straight with what the reality of things actually are and can be.

A central feature for experiencing flow involves the perception that a challenge, within a
clear goal and immediate feedback structure, will stretch an individual’s skills (Nakamura &
Csikszentmihalyi, 2003). The challenge, however, must be reasonably perceived to be within a
person’s capabilities for the person to avoid disaster (Priest, 1992). Astuteness of perceived competence in relation to perceived risk improves with experience (Della Fave, Bassi, & Massimimi,
2003; Priest, 1992). For instance, Della Fave et al. (2003) found that as high-altitude rock climbers faced more complex challenges, they sharpened their skills to create that integrative balance
for flow, which led to personal growth and development of life themes. A final quote from
Tricia captures the essence of challenge for the outdoor leader: “I love getting my butt kicked.
Struggling is something I like in my life, and I think that’s partly why I stayed with it. I like being
challenged.”
In sum, this study conducted in-depth interviews with experienced outdoor leaders. Using
optimal experience models (i.e., flow, resonance, serious leisure) as the conceptual backdrop,
this study explored how outdoor leaders become interested in their profession and how they
maintain the outdoor lifestyle. Via narrative analysis, the findings suggest that optimal feeling
states are a significant factor in becoming and maintaining the discovered life theme of outdoor
leader. In Becoming, catalytic outdoor experiences grew into developing interests in professional
pursuits. Relating to Maintaining a lifestyle that integrates work and leisure, the outdoor leaders
vigorously created community, immersed themselves in the natural environment, and used goals
and challenge to continue to create fulfilling outdoor experiences over many years.

Implications
This study’s main findings—that the outdoor leaders built an integrative lifestyle around
optimal inner experience—have several professional implications. Overall, the findings augment
Wagstaff ’s (2016) five stages of the outdoor leader profession. For instance, Wagstaff pointed out
that individuals in the early professional stages (Exploration, Contemplation) are developing
their place and passions related to outdoor leadership. Each of the outdoor leaders’ stories supports the importance of these stages from an inner experience perspective. Related to long-term
career fulfillment, it appears crucial that individuals experience flow and develop their feel for
the outdoor adventure experience. If the burgeoning outdoor leader is inundated with technical
skill development before this passion is developed, he or she may not develop the artistry needed
for the outdoor leader role and could be at risk for burnout.
Additionally, the findings suggest that mentorship may help leaders better anticipate and
implement integrative lifestyle-establishment strategies. More specifically, this study identifies
techniques for maintaining adventure throughout one’s career (e.g., building strong community
networks). While useful for avoiding burnout, these lifestyle techniques may also help with “life”
challenges that can derail an outdoor career. Perhaps future research can seek to better understand the role of inner experience for outdoor leaders who choose to change careers.
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Another implication of this study’s findings relates to seasonal employers and employee
retention. The quality of employer mentorship could improve with an increased awareness of the
process underlying the development of outdoor leaders’ integrative, holistic lifestyle. If employers
develop community and foster leader-centered, self-concordant goals and challenge within the
natural environment, outdoor leader employees may have higher quality experiences, thus
remaining in the industry for a longer time and returning for multiple seasons. This increased
employee retention could reduce training expenses while minimizing institutional knowledge
loss, culminating in an enhanced customer experience. J. Jackson and Heshka (2011) proposed
that employers collaborate with local and regional opposing off-season employers to facilitate
employee retention and improve risk management. For example, a river rafting provider could
collaborate with the local ski area to provide outdoor leaders more year-round employment
opportunities. Additionally, employers could arrange on-site housing and host professional
development events, workshops, and clinics to facilitate the development of community.
Employers could also provide formal and informal peer mentorship structures to connect
emerging and more seasoned outdoor leaders. Ultimately, while these measures should improve
employee retention, as J. Jackson and Heshka suggest, they would also assist in community
development and potential professional persistence. Further research should explore the efficacy
of community in professional persistence and, specifically, effective approaches to community
development.
Finally, the title of this article alludes to the notion that prospective outdoor leaders in this
study embraced uncertainty, ambiguity, and adventure—all covered in mystery—in discovering
a life theme. Specifically, the findings of the study suggest that a person’s inner experience has a
lot to do with embracing this mystery in becoming an outdoor leader and sustaining that way of
life. However, the findings are limited by the number of and type of outdoor leaders interviewed,
so future research should extend this line of inquiry more broadly with other groups working in
various outdoor environments. For example, this study included the experience of one female
outdoor leader. Gray (2016) identified nine themes uniquely associated with the female experience
in the outdoor leader’s workplace: self-doubt, alternate approaches to leadership, motherhood,
heroism issues, perfectionism challenges, “imposter syndrome,” staying silent and deference,
“feminism fatigue,” and failure. Future research should explore the efficacy and interaction of
current findings with the female outdoor leader experience, as well as that of leaders of diverse
backgrounds, including African American, Asian, and Hispanic outdoor leaders.

Conclusion
To conclude, this research supports Filho’s (2010, 2013) research, with outdoor leaders in
this study telling stories about optimal inner experience underlying the creation and maintenance of an integrative or holistic lifestyle. Following a catalytic experience of some kind, which
propelled the participants into the outdoor adventure world, they worked on forming a community, experiencing awe in nature, setting self-concordant goals, and embracing challenge to
push skill development. It remains for future research to determine if other optimal experience
processes are involved and whether they can be taught or just happen naturally for some people.

References
Arcand, I., Durand-Bush, N., & Miall, J. (2007). ‘You have to let go to hold on’: A rock
climber’s reflective process through resonance. Reflective Practice, 8, 17–29. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14623940601138873
Allin, L., & Humberstone, B. (2006). Exploring careership in outdoor education and the lives
of women outdoor educators. Sport, Education, and Society, 11, 135–153. https://doi.org/
10.1080/13573320600640678
http://www.ejorel.com/

320

LEWIS AND KIMIECIK

Bailey, J. (1999). A world of adventure education. In J. C. Miles & S. Priest (Eds.), Adventure
programming (pp. 39–42). State College, PA: Venture.
Bloomberg, L. D., & Volpe, M. (2008). Completing your qualitative dissertation: A roadmap from
beginning to end. Los Angeles, CA: Sage.
Bobilya, A. J., Holman, T., Lindley, B., & McAvoy, L. H. (2010). Developing trends and issues in
U.S. outdoor and adventure-based programming. Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education,
and Leadership, 2, 301–321.
Burke, A., Durand-Bush, N., & Doell, K. (2010). Exploring feel and motivation with recreational
and elite Mount Everest climbers: An ethnographic study. International Journal of Sport
and Exercise Psychology, 8, 373–393. https://doi.org/10.1080/1612197X.2010.9671959
Chawla, L. (1999). Life paths into effective environmental action. Journal of Environmental
Education, 31, 15–26. https://doi.org/10.1080/00958969909598628
Clawson, J. G. S., & Newburg, D. (2009). Powered by feel. Hackensack, NJ: World Scientific
Publishing.
Connelly, F. M., & Clandinin, D. J. (1990). Stories of experience and narrative inquiry. Educational
Researcher, 19, 2–14. https://doi.org/10.3102/0013189X019005002
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1975). Beyond boredom and anxiety: Experiencing flow in work and play.
San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Csikszentmihalyi, C. (1985). Emergent motivation and the evolution of the self. In D. Kleiber &
M. Maehr (Eds.), Advances in Motivation and Achievement: Vol 4. Motivation and adulthood
(pp. 93–113). Greenwich, CT: JAI Press.
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1990). Flow: The psychology of optimal experience steps toward enhancing
the quality of life. New York, NY: Harper Perennial.
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1997). Finding flow: The psychology of engagement in everyday life. New
York, NY: Basic Books.
Della Fave, A., Bassi, M., & Massimimi, F. (2003). Quality of experience and risk perception
in high-altitude rock climbing. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 15, 82–98. https://doi.
org/10.1080/10413200305402
Duerden, M. D., Widmer, M. A., Taniguchi, S. T., & McCoy, J. K. (2009). Adventures in identity
development: The impact of adventure recreation on adolescent identity development.
Identity: An International Journal of Theory and Research, 9, 341–359. https://doi.org/
10.1080/15283480903422806
Field, S. C., Lauzon, L. L., & Meldrum, J. T. (2016). A phenomenology of outdoor education
leader experiences. Journal of Experiential Education, 39(1), 31–44. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1053825915609950
Filho, S. C. (2010). Rafting guides: Leisure, work, and lifestyle. Annals of Leisure Research, 13,
282–297. https://doi.org/10.1080/11745398.2010.9686848
Filho, S. C. (2013). The emotional lives of adventure guides. Annals of Tourism Research, 43,
192–209. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.annals.2013.05.003
Gookin, J. (2006). Turning students loose: NOLS student supervision practices. In J. Gookin
(Ed.), Wilderness educator notebook (pp. 119–121). Lander, WY: NOLS.
Gray, T. (2016). The “F” word: Feminism in outdoor education. Journal of Outdoor and
Environmental Education, 19, 25–41. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03400992
Hattie, J., Marsh, H. W., Neill, J. T., & Richards, G. E. (1997). Adventure education and Outward
Bound: Out-of-class experiences that make a lasting difference. Review of Educational
Research, 67, 43–87. https://doi.org/10.3102/00346543067001043
Holman, T., & McAvoy, L. H. (2005). Transferring benefits of participation in an integrated
wilderness adventure program to daily life. Journal of Experiential Education, 27, 322–
325.
Jackson, J., & Heshka, J. (2011). Managing risk: Systems planning for outdoor adventure programs.
Palmer Rapids, Canada: Direct Bearing.
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership

THE MYSTERY BOX

321

Jackson, S. A., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1999). Flow in sports: The keys to optimal experiences and
performances. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
Jackson, S. A., & Kimiecik, J. C. (2008). The flow perspective of optimal experience in sport and
physical activity. In T. S. Horn (Ed.), Advances in sport and exercise psychology (3rd ed.,
pp. 377–399). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
Kleiber, D. (1999). Leisure experience and human development: A dialectical interpretation. New
York, NY: Basic Books.
Loeffler, T. A. (2004). A photo elicitation study of the meaning of outdoor adventure
experiences. Journal of Leisure Research, 36, 536–556. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216
.2004.11950035
Louv, R. (2006). Last child in the woods: Saving our children from nature-deficit disorder. Chapel
Hill, NC: Algonquin.
Luttrell, W. (2009). “Good enough” methods for life-story analysis. In W. Luttrell (Ed.),
Qualitative educational research: Readings in reflexive methodology and transformative
practice (pp. 258–278). New York, NY: Routledge.
Martin, B., Breunig, M., Wagstaff, M., & Goldenberg, M. (2017). Outdoor leadership: Theory and
practice. Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics.
Martin, P., & Priest, S. (1986). Understanding adventure experience. Adventure Education, 3,
18–21.
Medina, J. (2001). Types of positions, jobs responsibilities, and training backgrounds of outdoor/ adventure leaders. Journal of Experiential Education, 24, 150–159. https://doi.org/
10.1177/105382590102400305
Merriam, S. B. (2002). Narrative analysis. In S. Merriam (Ed.), Qualitative research in practice:
Examples for discussion and analysis (pp. 286–288). San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass.
Nakamura, J., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2003). The construction of meaning through vital
engagement. In C. Keyes & J. Haidt (Eds.), Flourishing: Positive psychology and the life welllived (pp. 83–104). Washington, DC: American Psychological Association. https://doi.org/
10.1037/10594-004
Newburg, D. (1993). The role of freedom in the performance of a professional musician and
an Olympic swimmer (Unpublished doctoral dissertation). University of Virginia,
Charlottesville, VA.
Newburg, D., Kimiecik, J., Durand-Bush, N., & Doell, K. (2002). The role of resonance in
performance excellence and life engagement. Journal of Applied Sport Psychology, 14, 249–
267. https://doi.org/10.1080/10413200290103545
Nicolazzo, P. (2012). Effective outdoor program design and management. Winthrop, WA:
Wilderness Medicine Training Center.
Osipow, S. (1990). Careers: Research and personal or how I think an individual’s personal and
career life intertwine: A personal example. Counseling Psychologist, 18, 338–347. https://doi.
org/10.1177/0011000090182016
Outdoor Industry Association. (2017). The outdoor recreation economy. Boulder, CO: Author.
Outdoor Foundation (2016). Outdoor recreation participation topline report 2016. Washington,
DC: Author.
Patton, M. Q. (2002). Qualitative research and evaluation methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Perkins, K., & Nakamura, J. (2013). Flow and leisure. In T. Freire (Ed.), Positive leisure science:
From subjective experience to social contexts (pp. 141–157). Dordrecht, Netherlands:
Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-007-5058-6_8
Piff, P., Dietze, P., Feinberg, M., Stancato, D., & Keltner, D. (2015). Awe, the small self, and
prosocial behavior. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 108, 883–899. https://doi.
org/10.1037/pspi0000018

http://www.ejorel.com/

322

LEWIS AND KIMIECIK

Pohl, S., Borrie, W., & Patterson, M. (2000). Women, wilderness, and everyday life:
A documentation of the connection between wilderness recreation and women’s everyday
lives. Journal of Leisure Research, 32, 415–434. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2000.119
49925
Priest, S. (1992). Factor exploration and confirmation for the dimensions of an adventure
experience. Journal of Leisure Research, 24, 127–139. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.1
992.11969881
Priest, S., & Bunting, C. (1993). Changes in perceived risk and competence during whitewater
canoeing. Journal of Applied Recreation Research, 18, 265–280.
Priest, S., & Gass, M. (2018). Effective leadership in adventure programming (3rd ed.). Champaign,
IL: Human Kinetics.
Ryan, R. M., & Deci, E. L. (2008). A self-determination approach to psychotherapy:
The motivational basis for effective change. Canadian Psychology, 49, 186–193. https://doi.
org/10.1037/a0012753
Ryan, R. M., & Frederick, C. (1997). On energy, personality, and health: Subjective vitality
as a dynamic reflection of well-being. Journal of Personality, 65, 529–565. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.1997.tb00326.x
Smith, B., & Sparkes, A. C. (2009). Narrative analysis and sport and exercise psychology:
Understanding lives in diverse ways. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 10, 279–288. https://
doi.org/10.1016/j.psychsport.2008.07.012
Sheldon, K. M. (2014). Becoming oneself: The central role of self-concordant goal
selection. Personality and Social Psychology Review, 18, 349–365. https://doi.org/10.1177/
1088868314538549
Shooter, W., Sibthorp, J., & Paisley, K. (2009). Outdoor leadership skills: A program perspective.
Journal of Experiential Education, 32(1), 1–13. https://doi.org/10.1177/1053825909032
00102
Stebbins, R. (2005). Challenging mountain nature: Risk, motive, and lifestyle in three hobbyist
sports. Calgary, Canada: Detselig.
Stebbins, R. (2013). Research and theory and positiveness in the social sciences: The central
role of leisure. In T. Freire (Ed.), Positive leisure science: From subjective experience to social
contexts (pp. 3–19). Dordrecht, Netherlands: Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-0075058-6_1
Teeters, C. E., & Lupton, F. (1999). The Wilderness Education Association: History and change.
In J. Miles & S. Priest (Eds.), Adventure programming (pp. 77–83). State College, PA:
Venture.
Thomas, G. (2001). Thriving in the outdoor education profession: A management perspective.
Australian Journal of Outdoor Education, 6, 13–24. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF03400740
Tsai, E. H.-L. (2005). A cross-cultural study of the influence of perceived positive outcomes on
participation in regular active recreation: Hong Kong and Australian university students.
Leisure Sciences, 27, 385–404. https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400500227290
Wagstaff, M. (2011). Do outdoor leaders have careers? An introduction to the outdoor leader
career development model. Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership, 3,
116–119.
Wagstaff, M. (2016). Outdoor leader career development: Exploration of a career path. Journal
of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership, 8(1), 75–95. https://doi.org/10.18666/
JOREL-2016-V8-I1-7284
Warren, C. A. B., & Karner, T. X. (2010). Discovering qualitative methods: Field research,
interviews, and analysis (2nd ed.). New York, NY: Oxford University Press.
Wolcott, H. F. (1994). Transforming qualitative data: Description, analysis, and interpretation.
Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.
Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership

Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
https://doi.org/10.18666/JOREL-2018-V10-I4-8770

2018, Vol. 10, No. 4, pp. 323–333

Nature’s Classroom:
A Review of Motivators and Deterrents
for Teacher Engagement
in Outdoor Education Field Experiences
Heather A. Ray
Mount Royal University

Sonya L. Jakubec
Mount Royal University

Abstract
Although interaction with natural environments has been recognized as supportive to children’s
overall health, learning, and behavior, the decision-making process of teachers who implement
outdoor education field experiences is not well understood. This narrative review summarizes
the literature exploring motivators and deterrents for teacher engagement in outdoor education
field experiences. Twenty-two articles met the inclusion criteria and were included in the
review. This review further explains the facilitators and barriers for teacher decision making and
implementation of outdoor education field experiences, providing support for teacher education
and a point of entry for future study of teacher motivations.
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Reflective of lower activity levels in today’s youth, the occurrence of obesity in preschool-aged
children and adolescents has doubled in the last 30 years and has more than tripled for children aged 6–11 years (McCurdy, Winterbottom, Mehata, & Roberts, 2010). With the anticipated
continued decline in health status, today’s children are the first generation expected to have
a shorter life span than their parents (McCurdy et al., 2010). Trends in the next generation’s
health outcomes are alarming, but a growing body of evidence suggests the beneficial impact
of participation in outdoor education activities. To elaborate on the host of related benefits is
beyond the scope of this discussion. However, strong evidence supports outdoor activities in the
promotion of physical health and development, cognitive functioning, higher academic achievement, psychological wellness, management of mental disorders (attention-deficit/hyperactivity
disorder), reduction in vitamin D deficiency, stress management, enhanced social relationships,
and environmental citizenship (Amos & Reiss, 2012; Becker, Lauterbach, Spengler, Dettweiler,
& Mess, 2017; Johnson, Christie, & Wardle, 2010; McCurdy et al., 2010; Rickinson et al., 2004).
Although the health-related benefits of positive interactions with and in nature have been
well documented, a pervasive decline in outdoor play has been reported for today’s children and
adolescents around the globe. For example, a 2-year study in England found that more than 1 in
9 children had not set foot in a park, forest, beach, or other natural environment in 12 months
(Natural England, 2016). In response to parental fears of natural surroundings, restricted access
to natural areas, and the lure of electronic devices, Louv (2008) coined the phrase “nature deficit
disorder” to describe how human beings, especially children, are spending less time outdoors.
The nature deficit disorder is termed not as a technical diagnosis, but rather as an association
between a lack of time spent in the outdoors and a wide range of developmental and behavioral issues, and loss of opportunity to build connections with nature. Driessnack (2009) further
extended the notion of a nature deficit disorder, suggesting that children are losing the ability to
relate to others’ life experiences, because they are unable to experience their own world directly.
Many people recognize outdoor education as a key aspect of the educational process, with a
compelling line of evidence surrounding the important role that teachers play in their ability to
have a positive influence on students through outdoor education. However, not all teachers are
interested in including outdoor education curriculum, and some challenges impede the efforts
for teachers who do try. Using a mixed methods approach, Sosu, McWilliam, and Gray (2008)
explored the complex network of factors that influence a teacher’s choice to engage in outdoor
education, and they further emphasized the importance of understanding teachers’ experiences
in relation to this decision-making process. Although research is building, the reasons why some
teachers decide to implement outdoor education and others do not are still not clearly understood (Stern, Wright, & Powell, 2012).
The purpose of this narrative review is to further explore factors that may influence the
teacher’s decision-making process and to further identify what may encourage and/or deter
teachers from engaging in outdoor education field experiences. The study of outdoor education
has many terms of reference that may be confused and/or used interchangeably. This narrative
review drew upon Fagerstam’s (2014) description of outdoor education as elementary and secondary school-based curriculum learned in a natural environment such as on school grounds
or off-school grounds such as in a nearby forest or natural local area. This expression of outdoor
education suggests the use of natural surroundings where learning is demonstrated through an
experience-based process and/or social and communicative processes. Such processes engage
students in practical outdoor activities that connect bodily movements with mental activity (Fagerstam, 2014). The concept of field experience is synonymous with outdoor education
activities in this description. Field experiences provide a venue for outdoor learning and offer
many benefits that cannot be achieved in the classroom. As Tal, LavieAlon, and Morag (2014)
described, field experiences can be viewed as student experiences held outside of the classroom,
held at interactive outdoor locations, and designed for educational purposes.
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An initial scoping of pertinent literature determined that the research was too heterogeneous for a systematic review, as recommended by the Centre for Reviews and Dissemination
(2016). For this reason, this narrative review provides a summary of literature investigating factors that influence a teacher’s decision to participate in outdoor education field experiences.
Specifically, the review explores the following questions:
1. What factors motivate a teacher to engage in outdoor education field experiences?
2. What factors deter a teacher from engaging in outdoor education field experiences?
3. How might future studies best support our understanding of the decision-making
process of teachers in regard to participation in outdoor education field experiences?

Method
An extensive review of peer-reviewed journal articles in electronic databases including
Education Research Complete, Embase, PubMed, Google Scholar, PyscINFO, PsycARTICLES,
and Sage Journals Online was conducted. Terms searched individually and in combination
included nature-based education, outdoor education, field trips, field experiences, off-campus,
teacher, perceptions, motivators, barriers, and decision process. Because the literature uses a diversity of terms to refer to outdoor education field experiences, the review was expanded to include
publications containing other terms such as nature-based learning and environmental education.
Relevant articles were further reviewed and pertinent references in relation to the topic of review
were identified. Inclusion criteria included (1) English-language publications, (2) research that
focused on the motivators and deterrents for teacher engagement in outdoor education field
experiences, and (3) research published between 2000 and 2017. Publications were excluded if
they were (1) focused specifically on classroom-based environmental education, (2) published
before 2000, and (3) not peer reviewed. The intention of this narrative review was not to discuss
and list every published report or article, but rather to describe the key themes across the literature related to factors influencing teachers’ decision making for partaking in outdoor education
field experiences.
In total, 22 publications were reviewed. Table 1 lists primary analytic interests and
corresponding articles. To summarize, most of the articles considered the influence of outdoor
education experiences for children, while fewer studies were concerned with field experiences
specifically. Other publications concentrated specifically on adolescent age groups, while several
studies explored teacher perspectives on field experiences in general. The majority of the studies
used qualitative and survey methodologies, with few studies employing a quantitative design.
The overall strength and volume of the evidence was somewhat limited, although the reviewed
research reflected anecdotal understandings behind teacher motivations for and deterrents from
engaging in outdoor education field experiences.

Results
Assembling the evidence from the included literature led to the identification of two major
categories: (1) Observations of student benefits inspire teacher motivation, and (2) barriers in
planning and implementing field experiences deter teacher motivation.

Observations of Student Benefits Inspire Teacher Motivation
T
h e key motivators for teachers to engage their students in outdoor education were centered on how to best support student health and success.
Connection with curriculum. Behrendt and Franklin (2014) suggested that teachers are
strongly motivated to engage their students in field experiences for curricular-based advantages
such as providing firsthand outdoor education experience, to stimulate interest and motivation
in science, to add relevance to learning, and to strengthen perception skills. When students
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Table 1
Primary Analytic Interests of Papers Reviewed
Primary analytic interests

Corresponding articles

Influence of outdoor
education experiences for
children

Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011; Carrier, Tugurian, &
Thomson, 2013; Dowdell, Graya, & Malone, 2011; Eick,
2012; Ernst, 2007, 2014; Graham, 2013; Kisiel, 2005; Knight,
2011; Lindemann-Matthies & Knecht, 2011; Moseley, Huss,
& Utley, 2010; O’Brien, 2009; Ross, Nicol, & Higgins, 2007;
Spence, Wright, & Castleden, 2013; Tan & Pedretti, 2010

Field experiences and
specific effects

Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011; Carrier, Tugurian, &
Thomson, 2013; Kisiel, 2005; Tal, LavieAlon, & Morag, 2014;
Waite, 2011

Specific adolescent age
groups

Ernst, 2007; Fagerstam, 2014; Knight, 2011; Moseley, Huss,
& Utley, 2010; Stern, Wright, & Powell, 2012; Tan & Pedretti,
2010

Teacher perspectives on field Anderson, Kisiel, & Storksdieck, 2006; Behrendt & Franklin,
experiences in general
2014; Rebar, 2012; Ross, Nicol, & Higgins, 2007

observe experiences in natural settings, they better relate meaning to what they are learning in
the classroom. Kisiel (2005) performed a quantitative study, surveying 115 Californian elementary teachers, and Lindenmann-Matthies and Knecht (2011) surveyed 257 Swiss elementary
school teachers. Both studies reported common themes describing curriculum-based motivators for going on an outdoor field experience including (a) connecting with curriculum, (b)
providing unique learning experiences, (c) promoting lifelong learners, (d) fostering interest and
motivation, (e) being exposed to new experiences, (f) providing a change of setting, (g) providing enjoyment or reward, and (h) satisfying school expectations.
Teachers tend to engage in outdoor education field experiences when they have the access
and opportunity to study what is neighboring the community, such as a school ground or
local area that promotes and facilitates outdoor opportunities (Ross, Nicol, & Higgins, 2007).
Outdoor education field experiences provide opportunities for teachers to enrich and enliven
core subject-based curriculum, such as science, English, social studies, and math, in ways that
are unique from formal classroom learning. Having the opportunity to experience the outdoors
in a natural setting allows students to participate in hands-on learning and therefore deepens the
entire experience (Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011; Eick, 2012; Kisiel, 2005; Lindenmann-Matthies
& Knecht, 2011; Ross et al., 2007; Tal et al., 2014; Waite, 2011). In general, participation in and
exploration of natural environments (e.g., woods, country parks, rivers, ponds, and marshes)
is viewed as being more suitable than urbanized natural environments (e.g., city parks, sports
fields) for teaching natural or ecological subjects and concepts.
Experiential learning. Outdoor education field experiences often provide students with
an opportunity to demonstrate their skills and abilities in ways they might not otherwise be
able in a traditional classroom (Fagerstam, 2014). Such experiences allow students to expand
on the knowledge they have learned in the classroom with application directly in an outdoor
setting (Kisiel, 2005; O’Brien, 2009). In this way, while teaching outdoors, teachers can provide
students assistance and instruction in less obvious and more discrete ways than in the confined
space of the classroom. Therefore, outdoor education field experiences may facilitate openness to
topics and better foster the student–teacher relationship. Additionally, researchers contend that
outdoor education field experiences may influence students’ interest in school work and make
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it more engaging and enjoyable for students of all ages (Fagerstam, 2014; Knight, 2011; O’Brien,
2009).
Supportive and relaxed environment. A supportive environment is more likely to be created when teachers and students are engaged in a natural setting than in a traditional indoor
classroom. Exposure to nature’s classroom allows students to ask inquisitive and reflective questions, again promoting a special student–teacher bond (Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011; Knight,
2011). Further, it is common for teachers to divide a larger class into smaller groups while on field
experiences, which encourages students’ social, language, and communication skills (O’Brien,
2009). In this relaxed, interpersonal environment, students who tend to be “shy” engage more
frequently and in more depth (Fagerstam, 2014). As a result of this relaxed environment, more
peaceful interactions and less conflict are reported, as students have greater personal space, feel
less crowded, and are less inclined to claim ownership over objects (Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot,
2011; Tal et al., 2014). The calm of nature’s classroom further supports children’s imaginative play
and the development of healthy relationships, and nature’s classroom becomes a place of positive
learning for childhood education (Dowdell, Graya, & Malone, 2011).
Enhanced autonomy and leadership. Outdoor education field experiences have been
shown to promote positive feelings, a sense of calm, serenity, awe, and wonder in the environment.
Outdoor learning opportunities engage all the senses, inspire natural curiosity, entice the child’s
imagination, and promote leadership and independence (Louv, 2008). The literature confirms
that cooperative play through outdoor learning further promotes the development of student
leadership skills (Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011). Tal et al. (2014) support the leadership-related
benefit of outdoor education field experiences, proposing that such experiences enhance
students’ independent decision making, which is not always possible in a controlled classroom
environment. In addition to students, teachers also have the chance to embrace new and greater
leadership roles and to engage students in novel and sometimes even challenging situations
(Knight, 2011).
Increased self-esteem. Outdoor education field experiences have been shown to reinforce inclusion through small group activities, group work, and interdependence. The experience of social inclusion at school has been directly related to increased self-esteem and
self-confidence beyond the school environment (O’Brien, 2009). Of importance, increased
self-esteem also encourages increased physical activity and healthy eating habits in students
(Knight, 2011; O’Brien, 2009). As demonstrated in this example, a teacher specifically observed
the self-confidence benefits of students in outdoor education field experiences. This example is
one of many of the positive benefits that teachers observe while educating in nature’s classroom:
In the beginning, the children stumbled over branches and had difficulty walking all
the way to the forest. We even had to take a bus at one point. With time they got used
to walking and confidence increased. We now walk the whole way, 50 minutes in total.
(Lindemann-Matthies & Knecht, 2011, p. 161).

Barriers in Planning and Implementing Field Experiences
Deter Teacher Motivation
The majority of barriers to outdoor education field experiences relate to logistical and
institutional challenges. Broadly, the challenges include access to natural and safe environments,
administrative processes required to plan field experiences, and teacher knowledge and comfort.
Perceived risk. Often, the perceived risk of natural environments is much greater than the
actual risk surrounding safety. However, parents often report being concerned for their child’s
safety and want confirmation of the value of being outdoors for their child’s development. In
this way, many teachers struggle with the balance of perceived risk and safety (Blanchet-Cohen
& Elliot, 2011). Regulations and policies may further amplify parental fear about their child’s
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participation in outdoor education field experiences (Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011; Carrier,
Tugurian, & Thomson, 2013; Ernst, 2007). In response, teachers often fear the legal consequences of a student’s safety being threatened and face the challenge of justifying to parents
and guardians why students are invited to participate in outdoor learning, both of which can be
strong deterrents for engagement (Ross et al., 2007).
Administrative details. Ultimately, a teacher’s dedication to planning, implementation, and
postreflection dictates the positive or negative effect of an outdoor field experience (Behrendt &
Franklin, 2014). Teachers who feel constrained by time and administrative demands are most
likely to forgo outdoor education field experiences and, instead, to choose traditional indoor
methods (Carrier et al., 2013). Safety and risk assessment also creates logistical tasks and paperwork that require approval from school administration. Therefore, risk and documentation
may not necessarily prevent teachers from choosing outdoor learning field experiences, but
can pose additional duties and risk management concerns upon teachers (Anderson, Kisiel, &
Storksdieck, 2006; Ross et al., 2007).
Financial concerns. The financial cost of outdoor learning, especially travel to or from distant or rural areas, has been identified as a strong barrier to teachers including such experiences
in the curriculum. Costs associated with outdoor education involve transportation to and from
learning sites, program facilitation (e.g., trained guides), and other fees for experiential programs. When a school does not have a budget for outdoor field experiences, the financial burden
is passed on to parents and creates further barriers to inclusion (Ernst, 2007; Ross et al., 2007).
Transportation poses a substantial financial cost and may be viewed as an additional administrative task for teachers and staff, who must book buses and gain access to field sites. Larger
groups may require additional buses, each operated by a professional driver with a specialized
license, which also contributes to increased costs of the outdoor education field experience. Of
importance, Stern et al. (2012) described that although teachers often report financial barriers to
participation, administrators do not see these financial barriers as insurmountable. This anchors
the need for further investigation of teacher and administrator perceptions of implementing outdoor education field experiences and for finding common ground from which to build opportunities for students who may otherwise be unable to bear these costs.
Teacher knowledge and experience. Another significant barrier for teacher selection of
outdoor learning field experiences is a perceived lack of knowledge and confidence to teach
outdoors. Tan and Pedretti (2010) and Ernst (2007) suggested that a key deterrent for selecting
field experiences is the lack of formal training in and about outdoor environments. In addition
to added safety risks, teachers are often afraid of losing their “expert” status while on outdoor
field experiences where they may be unable to respond effectively to issues arising or student
questions. Stern et al. (2012) explored teacher motivations to participate in outdoor environments and found that teachers were most influenced by their ability to match course material to
the outdoor location and by the impact of park programs on student success. Rebar (2012) and
Moseley, Huss, and Utley (2010) also reported on the importance of teacher training for field
experiences, providing several strategies to enhance teachers’ outdoor knowledge and skill base.
Teachers and students are often colearners about the field site during outdoor education
field experiences (Graham, 2013). This shared role can be viewed as a benefit to the teacher and
student. Glackin (2016) supported this conclusion and found that teacher selection of outdoor
education field experiences was pronounced for those who valued what she coined “authentic
science opportunities,” whereas those who valued the outdoors simply for leisure and recreation
typically chose traditional indoor learning experiences.
Teacher values and motivation. Kisiel (2005) and Rebar (2012) affirmed that a teacher’s
background and attitudes are strong predictors in the decision-making process of whether to
choose outdoor education field experiences. Personal values associated with the outdoors, including freedom and fun, ownership and autonomy, authenticity, love of rich sensory environments,
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and physicality in pedagogical practice have been reported to influence teacher decision making
(Waite, 2011). Intrinsic motivation has been found to strongly compel teachers to address the
barriers and still choose outdoor education field experiences despite the challenges (Fagerstam,
2014).
Curriculum disturbances. In some cases, field experiences are disruptive to scheduled lesson plans, as well as to familiar patterns and structures (Graham, 2013). Fagerstam (2014) found
that the initial behavior challenges reported in early transition from indoor to outdoor learning
stabilized after 3 months, which ultimately resulted in overall classroom management benefits.
In contrast, others observed that student behavior was more disruptive in indoor settings and
more attentive outdoors (Graham, 2013; Lindenmann-Matthies & Knecht, 2011). Researchers
have speculated that positive behavioral change relates to less structure and less reactive teachers
in expansive outdoor spaces (Blanchet-Cohen & Elliot, 2011; Lindenmann-Matthies & Knecht,
2011). In one study, a teacher shared her experiences:
Children are more concentrated in the forest, not in terms of being silent, but in terms
of longer attention spans. They immerse in something, for instance a game. When we
observed squirrels, everybody—even the most boisterous boys were completely quiet,
I have a feeling that the children are more themselves. And they listen well to what I
say, and remember well what I have told them. (Lindenmann-Matthiers & Knecht,
2011, p. 160).
Facilitation and volunteer support. Teachers often need practical help with supervision
and facilitation during outdoor field experiences. Qualified and confident volunteers, however,
are not readily available or willing to join in nature’s classroom. A lack of volunteer support influences teacher decision making (Ernst, 2007; Ross et al., 2007). Lockstone-Binney, Holmes, Smith,
and Baum (2010) support this notion; however, not much research has explored the volunteer
experience. Caissie and Halpenny (2003) found that volunteers who enjoy outdoor experiences
are more likely to support teachers in outdoor education activities. They also found that volunteers want to know the effect of their efforts and that their labor is valued and consequential
(Caissie & Halpenny, 2003). This reinforces other researchers’ claims that teachers would be wise
to share results with their volunteers to add to the motivation of volunteers to participate.

Discussion
Teachers are responsible for balancing the potential risks, administrative logistics, and
coordinated efforts required for planning with the many benefits related to student physical,
emotional, and social health; enhanced educational experience; and greater environmental
awareness. Unfortunately, with the increased pressures of academic accountability on teachers
and the trickling down of curriculum, often combined with many barriers, teachers are often
hard-pressed to plan and implement outdoor education experiences.
Knowledge of and comfort in the outdoors is a prominent yet understudied feature of motivation for teachers to engage their students in outdoor field experiences. Anderson et al.’s (2006)
study of teacher perspectives from three countries is mirrored in this study. When teachers are
more informed about the outdoors, they are increasingly willing to share that knowledge, spark
student curiosity, and ideally translate their passion to the students. Davis (2009) argued that a
gap in teacher knowledge and planning results in a diminished value of time spent outdoors.
Direct experiences of the outdoors have been found to be valuable, and in some cases essential,
for learning and for personal and social development for those of all ages (Ross et al., 2007).
Teachers’ curricular choices often reflect personal experiences, values, and belief systems.
As such, a better understanding of teachers’ experiences and long-standing perceptions of such
experiences (both positive and negative) could further clarify this phenomenon. Teachers who
value and hold a personal interest in the outdoors are more motivated to share the experience
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with students; hence, barriers such as travel and funding are more likely to be viewed as minor
problems (Ernst, 2007). Some teachers may use the existence of barriers as a means of avoiding
outdoor activities (Ernst, 2007; Higgins, Nicol, & Ross, 2006).
This review concludes that personal interest and value alignment with or against outdoor
experiences strongly influence teacher decision making toward outdoor education field experiences. Given the growing appreciation for student benefits of outdoor experiences (Becker et
al., 2017), fostering teacher motivation is critical for these important gains to be reaped. At the
opposite end of the spectrum, a lack of knowledge, comfort, or interest in natural surroundings
has thwarted teacher engagement in outdoor activities (Davis, 2009).
Past findings are valuable in building a foundational understanding of teacher experiences
of outdoor education field experiences. Although the findings of this review identify teacher
motivators and barriers to participation in outdoor education field experiences, the relative
influence of outdoor education on definitive student health and performance outcomes is not
identifiable with a review of this nature. This narrative review also has several limitations. Many
of the reviewed studies employed qualitative inquiry and did not use formal outcome measures,
which limits the ability to synthesize and generalize findings. With respect to the importance
of qualitative and quantitative methodologies, future intervention studies need to use mixed
methods approaches. Caution should also be exercised in generalizing the results of this review
to higher education environments, as the bulk of the literature explores early childhood and
elementary experiences. These narrative findings are important for framing future research
endeavors such as systematic reviews, meta-analyses, or mixed methods intervention studies.
In addition, research from multiple perspectives including teachers, administrators, volunteers, program leaders, and program participants may provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the factors influencing outdoor education experiences. Most of the research
focuses on teacher motivations and neglects to provide insight into other key understandings
of the actors involved in implementing outdoor education. Specifically, future research needs to
address the role of volunteers in outdoor education field experiences, with the goal to reduce the
effect of this barrier. Risk management factors may also directly influence whether a volunteer
wants to partake in outdoor education field experiences, and these factors may need to be further
explored.

Conclusion
This narrative review further explores nature’s classroom and provides a point of entry for
future study that is timely and important. Outdoor experiences offer a unique interaction with
the environment, engaging all five senses, and often providing a calming, authentic experience
for students and teachers. This narrative review sheds light on the motivators and deterrents
that teachers experience while considering and implementing outdoor education activities. The
literature suggests a clear need for better understanding, both empirically and theoretically,
of the decision-making process that teachers undertake in regard to engagement in outdoor
education activities. Considering the known benefits related to outdoor education, the authors
acknowledge concerns for safety and further emphasize the vitality of promoting outdoor education field experiences for children and adolescents. This narrative review concludes with a
quote by Dowdell et al. (2011), who suggest that “to develop a love of the environment children
require frequent positive experiences with nature and an adult who shares their interest in the
environment” (p. 26).
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(double-spaced) pages including references, tables, and figures. Research Notes: Generally 8–10
(double-spaced) pages including references, tables, and figures.
To be considered for publication, all manuscripts must be submitted for review as a Microsoft
Word or RTF file through the Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership website:
http://js.sagamorepub.com/jorel.
Copy must be prepared according to the following guidelines:

Form
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

All materials must be typed, double spaced, and formatted for 8.5 x 11-in. paper using a
12-point Times New Roman font with 1-in. (2.54 cm) margins on all sides (top, bottom,
right, and left, including abstract and references).
All pages should be numbered consecutively in the upper right-hand corner.
A running head should be included on each page of the manuscript.
Consecutive line numbers should appear through the entire manuscript for review
procedures.
The first page of the manuscript should include the title, abstract, and keywords. The
manuscript text should begin at the top of the second page.
Author name(s) should not appear in the manuscript to maintain anonymity during  the
review process. Exceptions include in-text citations and references.
Each table, drawing, illustration, photograph, map, and so forth must be prepared and
included within the text of the manuscript (not on separate pages) where the author would
like the item to be placed. Tables, figures, and so forth should be numbered and labeled
according to guidelines in Publication Manual of the American Psychological Association
(APA, 6th ed.) and should be legible.

Abstract
•
•
•
•
•

Each submission should be summarized in an abstract with a maximum of 150 words.
Submissions without an abstract will not be reviewed.
The title of the submission should be included above the abstract.
The abstract will preface the main body of the submission on a separate page and  should
enable the reader to get an overview of the entire paper, with particular attention to the
need for the paper and possible professional implications as appropriate.
Three to five key words (in lowercase, not capitalized) describing the content of
the submission should be provided at the end of the abstract.

References
Include only references to sources cited in the manuscript. References and in-text citations
should follow APA Style. Include digital object identifier (DOI) numbers for references for
which DOIs are available.
http://www.ejorel.com/
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References should appear on a Reference page at the end of the manuscript, not at the foot
of each page. Follow APA Style.

Spelling and Hyphenation
The authority is Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary (2005).

Permissions
If any figure, table, or more than a few lines of text from previously published materials are
included in a manuscript, obtain written permission for replication from the copyright holder.
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Call for Papers
Special Issue
A Critical Exploration of Girls’ and Women’s Experiences
in Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership
Submission Deadline: May 1, 2019
Guest Editors
Anja Whittington, EdD
Tonia Gray, PhD
Denise Mitten, PhD
A forthcoming (first quarter 2020) special issue of the Journal of Outdoor Recreation,
Education, and Leadership will explore topics on girls’ and women’s experiences in outdoor recreation, education, and leadership. Authors are invited to submit regular papers; essays, practices,
and commentaries; and research notes.
Starting in the mid-1980s, much discussion was conducted on women’s experiences in the
outdoors and the value of supporting women’s programs. In 1985, the Journal of Experiential
Education published a special issue on women’s experiences, edited by Rita Yerkes, and in
1996, the book Women’s Voices in Experiential Education, edited by Karen Warren, was published. These publications shed light on the varied experiences of women in the field of outdoor
education.
From 2000 until now, research on the experiences of girls in the outdoors and outdoor
programming has grown (Whittington, Nixon Mack, Budbill, McKenney, 2011). More recently,
The Palgrave International Handbook of Women and Outdoor Learning (Gray & Mitten, 2018)
was published and includes 62 chapters focused on experiences of women in outdoor learning
environments. This book highlights elements of gender bias and inequalities in outdoor learning, suggesting a need for continued exploration on women’s and girls’ experiences.
The purpose of this special issue is to continue the conversation regarding girls’ and women’s experiences in the outdoors. This special issue offers an opportunity for further examination
of challenges, barriers, opportunities, and outcomes related to girls’ and women’s participation
in the field of outdoor recreation, education, and leadership. Ideally, this special issue will highlight strategies for supporting female involvement in the field. Submissions for this special issue
may wish to address topics such as the following:
•
Programming for girls and/or women
•
Historical contributions of women to outdoor recreation, education, and leadership
•
Women and leadership in the outdoors
•
Intersections of motherhood and the outdoors
•
Constraints to girls’ and women’s participation in outdoor recreation activities and
programs
•
Shifting demographics of the outdoor retail industry
•
Women’s and girls’ identities in outdoor landscapes
•
The workplace environment for women in parks and protected areas management
•
The implications of the Me Too movement for the outdoor industry
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All manuscripts submitted will undergo the normal peer-review process and should
adhere to the Author Guidelines outlined in the Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and
Leadership. Manuscripts can be submitted through the Sagamore-Venture journal management system. Instructions for both are provided at http://js.sagamorepub.com/jorel/about/
submissions#authorguidelines.
Interested authors should direct questions to the guest editors:
Anja Whittington
awhittington@radford.edu

Tonia Gray
T.Gray@westernsydney.edu.au

Denise Mitten
dmitten@prescott.edu

Important Dates
Deadline for manuscript submission: May 1, 2019
Decision date for submitted manuscripts: July 1, 2019
Final resubmission for accepted manuscripts: September 1, 2019
Anticipated publication date: January 2020
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