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Summary 
 
Adventure is an industry, an attitude, an addiction, a behaviour, a therapy.  Adoption of 
adventure differs between individuals, activities, and life stages.  I propose that we could 
analyse trajectories through time, in the social, physical and mental contexts for individual 
adventure participation, a “leisure-lifepsychle" approach. 
 
Introduction 
 
Businesses are built on human behaviours, and adventure is one of these.  Human behaviour 
and life histories include leisure as well as toil.  Especially in wealthier and more urbanised 
societies, work is boring and leisure is pleasure.  For an increasing proportion of our 
populations, leisure includes adventure.  Adventure is commonly active, outdoors, 
challenging, physically skilled, non-hierarchical, socially supporting, and confers individual 
self esteem.  All these aspects contrast strongly with most urban workplaces.   
 
More and more people in urban societies are finding that at least a modicum of adventure 
provides balance and purpose to life, and improves their health and happiness (Brymer and 
Schweitzer, 2013; Buckley and Brough 2017; Buckley, Westaway and Brough 2016; Yeh et 
al., 2016).  So as wealthier societies have become more and more urbanised, and leisure more 
and more divided from work, adventure has become a more and more important component 
in human civilisations (Anon 2017).  It deserves greater research attention, therefore, not only 
as a commercial enterprise and an aspect of individual behaviour, but as part of the fabric of 
our society.  Here, therefore, I address some of the key aspects of adventure in a leisure 
research context.  
 
Concepts of Adventurousness 
 
What is adventure, exactly?  Is it a mindset or a psychological state? (Brymer and Schweitzer 
2017).  A type of experience, memorable and educational?  An activity involving challenge, 
thrill, fear, risk, or unknown outcomes? (Buckley 2012, 2016; Ewert et al. 2013; Kerr and 
Mackenzie 2012; Lee and Tseng 2015; Lynch and Dibben 2016; Tsaur and Lin 2013). An 
unplanned situation, or one where plans have gone awry? An industry, part of the commercial 
sport, tourism and recreation sector?  Or perhaps, any and all of the above, depending on 
context and interest?   
 
Different researchers have used widely different definitions and criteria (Buckley 2012; 
Rantala, Rokenes and Valkonen 2016).  Considering their various approaches jointly, we can 
distinguish a scale or continuum from less to more adventurous, and from "high-volume, low-
difficulty, experts-in-charge" tour products, to "skilled icon adventurers" (Rantala, Rokenes 
and Valkonen 2016).  
 
Perhaps we could gain further insight into this issue by asking an apparently simple 
question.  Is adventure, or more particularly, adventurousness, defined by each individual in 
their own terms, or is it defined at a broad social level?  Is it up to you or I individually to 



decide if our own activities are adventurous?  Or, can you judge the adventurousness of my 
activities, and vice versa, on the basis of your expertise and experience, irrespective of 
mine?  Or, do each of us judge ourselves and others against group norms, set by 
communication of exploits amongst practitioners worldwide?  The answer would seem to be, 
all of the above.   
 
Norms do indeed exist, based on past achievements by many practitioners.  Climbing routes 
and whitewater rapids, for example, are assigned grades that are largely agreed amongst 
practitioners. Specific manoeuvres in surfing, snowboarding, skiing and skateboarding are 
assigned consistent scores, in freestyle competition, for degree of difficulty.  Aficionados of 
individual activities agree in recognition of new extreme achievements, whether in technical 
difficulty or in speed.  Athletes are celebrated for surfing ever more difficult and dangerous 
waves, skiing ever more difficult and dangerous descents, climbing ever more difficult and 
dangerous routes, kayaking ever more difficult and dangerous rapids, and doing all these 
things faster than ever before (Grey, 2017; Jornet, 2017; Synnott, 2017).  
 
At the same time, we recognise that different individuals have widely different skills and 
expertise, and different attitudes to risk (Lepp and Herpy, 2015).  What is all in a day's work 
to an adventure guide may be a lifetime experience for a novice client (Evans and Anderson 
2016; Mackenzie and Kerr 2013). Adventurousness differs between individuals.  It can also 
differ between activities, for the same individual.  And it can change over time, for the same 
individual and the same activity (Lovelock et al. 2016; Widmer, Duerden and Tamiguchi 
2014).  This can happen for many different reasons: skills are learned or lost; opportunities 
are modified by changes in free time, funds, or geographical location; and attitudes to risk are 
altered by other life events, such as becoming a parent, starting or ending a relationship,  or 
losing a friend.  
 
For any individual, therefore, perhaps we could describe a lifetime trajectory 
of  adventurousness, with: multiple threads for different activities; peaks and troughs for 
major life events; and an overall trend over time. The shape of that trend merits more 
attention.  Is it an inverse U, as one gradually acquires skills and confidence, and then 
gradually loses them?  Is it a left-leaning sawtooth, highly adventurous in teenage years and 
decreasing steadily thereafter?  Or is it a right-leaning sawtooth, a lifetime growth in 
capability and opportunity, ending only with sudden and major loss of ability in old age?  The 
serious-leisure model would seem to imply the last of these, but perhaps that applies only to a 
limited number of individuals.  This seems to be a worthwhile topic for future research. 
 
Concepts of adventurousness are embedded in culture.  Most previous research is on 
individuals from wealthier Western nations, principally English-speaking. There may be 
substantial differences in other cultures (Buckley et al. 2014; Buckley, Guitart and Shakeela 
2017; Mackenzie and Kerr 2013; Ooko, Muthomi and Odhiambo 2015).  This topic also 
deserves further attention.  
 
Value and Seriousness 
 
Some people value adventure much more than others (Chandel and Bansal 2014). For some, 
their chosen adventure activities are key to defining their lifestyle, self-image, and self-
esteem, and represent a major priority for allocation of discretionary time and resources. For 
others, none of these apply.  But people change, either through internal development or 
external events.  Individuals who were dissatisfied with their life circumstances have found 



that adventure activities can change their lifestyle and attitudes (Westaway, 2017).  That is, 
the value ascribed to adventure by individuals may change over the course of their lives.   
 
It is this implicit valuation that drives adoption of serious leisure approaches.  Individuals 
build a leisure career, where they spend time and money for social and psychological reward, 
in parallel to their work career where they trade time and expertise for financial reward 
(Davies 2016; Veal 2017).  There is thus a kind of transfer value, from time spent and money 
earned at work, to time and money allocated to reward through leisure.  This transfer value 
also differs between individuals, depending on their lifestyle strategy.  There are backpacker-
style adventure tourists, who are time-rich, cash-poor; and wealthy clients of commercial 
adventure tour operators, who are cash-rich, time-poor (Buckley, Guitart and Shakeela 
2017).  
 
Adventure practitioners with a serious-leisure mindset behave differently to those with a 
casual-leisure mindset (Davies 2016). The former behave more like career athletes and 
sportspersons, who train despite pain.  Serious hikers in the UK continue to hike, rain or 
shine; and some serious seakayakers prefer stormy seas to calm oceans (Davies 2016).   Part 
of this distinction is simply that they have the equipment, fitness and expertise to deal with 
adverse weather conditions safely and comfortably, in contrast to novices who are unskilled 
and poorly equipped.  Of course, this factor is one of the drivers for commercial adventure 
tourism, where the client pays to be properly equipped by the tour operator, and safely led 
and taught by a guide or instructor. The psychological processes involved in a transfer from 
casual to serious outlook on adventurous leisure, however, deserve further research. 
 
The valuation of adventure rewards also deserves more attention. Expert-level adventure 
involves long-term investment in training, practice and equipment, in order to gain a chance 
at what is often a very short peak experience (Buckley 2014).  This implies that such peak 
experiences are valued very highly by the specific individuals concerned, perhaps thousands 
or in a few cases potentially millions of dollars per hour.  For other individuals, however, 
these experiences are worth nothing, or less than nothing.  This enormous difference between 
individuals, in value ascribed to the same experience, is very different to the standard 
economics of supply and demand, which assumes high substitutability in order to generate 
elasticity (Buckley 2014).   
 
Addiction and Ageing 
 
Why this extremely high valuation by some individuals?  There may be many different 
rewards from adventure (Buckley 2012; Brymer and Schweitzer 2017).  For the most expert 
practitioners, adventure is not only rewarding, but addictive (Buckley 2015, 2016). A weak 
addiction may be expressed simply as a desire, which makes some individuals prepared to 
pay more than others, for a particular experience. For a powerful addiction, however, perhaps 
there is no economic calculus at all: it is a physiological imperative.  Few adventure 
aficionados lose control of their lives in the way that some substance addicts have done. But 
they do indeed devote their discretionary time and resources to their passion, to the exclusion 
of almost all else. The reward for success is that valuable.  
 
What happens when that reward is no longer accessible, because skill and fitness decrease 
with age?  Is there a period of denial, when the practitioner believes they are still 
competent?  Perhaps, but adventure practitioners are adept at measuring their own skills 



against conditions and making careful judgements on risk.  They can see their own skills 
decreasing.  So then what?   
 
There are several options.  For some adventure activities, individuals can pay to take part 
under easier or less competitive circumstances, through commercial operators that provide 
exclusive access to particular sites, and take over some of the physical aspects of the activity 
(Kane 2013).  That may buy them a few more years. They can take up a new activity, gaining 
a psychological reward from new achievements, even though far below their former skill 
level.  Or, they can accept that they will simply have to take part in their same favourite long 
term activity, at a lower level of skill (Hickman et al. 2016; Minello and Nixon 2017; 
Wheaton 2017).  This is hard to accept, but ultimately inevitable, unless they withdraw from 
that activity completely.  
 
For many adventurous outdoor activities, numbers of participants have grown rapidly and 
recently, through a range of social and technological changes (Duret and Angue 2015).  Even 
activities with a long history, such as hiking, climbing and canoeing, have evolved 
considerably.  As a result, it is only in recent decades that urbanised societies in wealthier 
nations have included substantial numbers of ageing individuals for whom adventurous 
outdoor leisure activities represent a major component of lifestyle choice. These individuals 
have gained a lifetime of expertise and experience in particular outdoor recreation and leisure 
activities. They have retained their skills and interests, and continue to practice their preferred 
activities as they grow older.  
 
This is a sufficiently novel and substantial social trend to deserve detailed analysis. 
Historically, climbers and canoeists who continued their activities at an advanced level into 
their sixties and seventies were very rare.  Currently, however, they are increasingly 
numerous. This trend has been underrepresented in research efforts, but merits more 
attention.  
 
Conclusions.  
 
All of these suggestions can be addressed through the same model, a lifetime trajectory of 
physical capability and psychological adventurousness and reward. In the terminology of 
other lifetime trajectories, we can refer to this as a psychological or psychophysiological 
lifecycle. Or, dare I suggest it, a “leisure lifepsychle”.   (Quick, better make that a 
lifepsychle© just in case that term takes off..).   
 
So that is my conclusion.  Let us pay some research attention to the psychological changes in 
adventurousness, over the course of human lives.  Let us look at: when and how adventure 
enters their lives; how it becomes important (or not), and to what degree; how it influences 
health and happiness; and how it changes over the course of individual lives.   
 
These are not trivial questions.  Lifestyle dissatisfaction and poor mental health in urban 
nations, despite high material wealth in global relative terms, impose large social and 
economic costs on modern societies.  Including the costs of public and private antisocial 
behaviour, decreased workplace productivity, and paid and unpaid healthcare, these costs 
amount to around 10% of GDP for wealthier nations with high per capita healthcare costs 
(Buckley & Brough, 2017; Buckley et al., 2016).   
 



Well-spent leisure provides: a therapy for psychological stress; a safety-valve to avoid 
antisocial behaviours; and recreation and renewal to improve work productivity.  More and 
more individuals are choosing adventurous options for their leisure activities. Leisure 
researchers have the background in human behaviour and social dynamics to work out why, 
and with what consequences. As outline above, this endeavour is highly worthwhile, in 
practical as well as theoretical terms.  
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