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 The essence of adventure sports is intriguing and mysterious. People across the 

globe may be drawn to the outdoors to find peace, explore the natural world, and seek 

thrills. The objective of this research is to investigate the psychology of adventure sports. 

Adventure will be defined in this paper as an unusual and exciting, typically hazardous, 

experience or activity. The primary interest is in the intrinsic motivations that drive indi-

viduals to engage in high-risk and adventuresome  activities. 

 To understand the motivation of elite athletes to participate in adventure sports, 

this paper will explore key elements of psychology through literature review in addition 

to event observation and face-to-face ethnographic interviews of industry experts and ath-

letes. This research will investigate  perceptions of control, risk tolerance, cognitive psy-

chology for decision making, and both psychological and physiological descriptions of 

motivation. It is hypothesized that elite big mountain ski and snowboard athletes are in-

trinsically motivated by positive psychological and physiological phenomena experienced 

when the level of personal competence and challenge intersect at equilibrium. 

 The short film, Truth in Motion, directed by Brett Morgen (2010), describes the 

unique internal experience of this sport, “Skiing is a sport where action and reaction co-

exist; where sheer terror and calm serenity intersect.” Many ski and snowboard athletes 

describe how they experience time slowing down, a sense of freedom and complete eu-

phoria. In the same instance, the body feels light with unlimited strength; the endorphins 

create a balance of excitement and peace of mind. Skiing is referred to the perfect combi-

nation of challenge and connection to nature. There are moments gliding down the moun-

tain where people express the feeling of being in a dream state. This study is developed to 
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understand the euphoric experience of adventure by applying psychological theory and 

through unveiling the narratives of people who engage in the highest caliber of skill. 

 There is a high likelihood that not all people who have tried an extreme sport, like 

skiing, would agree on the feeling of euphoria during debatably dangerous situations. 

However, there is a unique population of people who approach these higher risk activities 

with a different mind-set: a group who thrive from adventure, risk, and connection with 

the natural world. For example, Dave Swanwick (2014) is a former World Extreme Ski-

ing Champion and now co-owner of Mountain Sports International. He explained during 

a recent interview how he uses fear to create clarity, “Adrenaline makes the brain work 

faster. Your perception of everything is going very slow because the mind is working 

faster. The goal is to harness the fear or adrenaline to allow the brain to accelerate and 

perceive time to slow down.”  

 Through research about the progression of skiing, a  trend has emerged in the 

sports industry that illustrates the increasing level of global participation in action sports. 

Ko (2008) describes action sports in the International Journal of Sports Marketing & 

Sponsorship as a relatively new genre of sport that intermingles ultimate personal enjoy-

ment with an extraordinary unique skill set (2008). Examples of action sports include ski-

ing, skateboarding, surfing, snowboarding, and many more. These are primarily individ-

ual sports that involve an element of risk or danger. The consequences of risk connect 

these activities to the term, “extreme.” The media exponentially increases the level of 

glorification for extreme sports, and the increasing popularity is contributing to the im-
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portance of understanding the risk perception involved in these potentially dangerous ac-

tivities (Fischer, 2011).   

!
 In regards to potential danger, extreme sports are categorized by involving various 

levels or risk and uncertainty in given situations. The term risk may be described as: a 

situation that may involve exposure to danger. The risk is calculated potential negative 

outcomes such as an avalanche sliding, partial to complete barrel, injury or even death. In 

close relation is the concept of “uncertainty” which consists of that which is not known or 

certain. These terms are used in almost every publication about avalanche awareness and 

safety. Experts emphasize the importance of differentiating the actual known risk of a sit-

uation with clarifying the uncertainty that the risk will happen.  

 The objective factors contributing to the decision making process of “to ski or not 

to ski” a slope are weather, terrain, and snowpack (Fredston, 1994.) The potential for an 

avalanche is dependent on the combination and type of weather, terrain and snowpack on 

any given day. The subjective variable that opens the realm of uncertainty is the human 

factor. If a person is present to make the choice of skiing a slope, and their body weight 

triggers an avalanche, they are absolutely factor causing risk consequences to take affect. 

How humans handle risk and make decisions is important in maintaining safety during 

high-risk sports. 

 “Decision making deals with choosing actions that can have real consequences in 

the presence of real uncertainty” (Anderson, 2011). As Anderson wrote in the text Cogni-

tive Psychology and Its Implications, people encounter decision-making requirements on 
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a daily basis; however, how do people judge the probability of uncertain events while de-

ciding which choice will offer the highest reward for the lowest cost (2011). What levels 

does the brain aid in such decision making processes and how do people utilize their past 

experience to make judgments? Questions such as these are presented to further under-

stand the complexities of human judgment and decision making. 

 To make choices, people have access to knowledge, experience, and introspection 

with an ability to combine information to make good judgments. One of the interesting 

characteristics of certain people is the risk-taking mentality. Many people seek the imme-

diate rewards regardless of the long term consequences. The motives behind this mentali-

ty are different for every individual, and the process of making judgments and decisions 

based on risk analysis are quite interesting. Overall, people seek things that are rewarding 

and avoid that which is harmful through self-regulation. 

 Researchers, Bechara, Damasio, and Tranel co-authored the article, Deciding Ad-

vantageously Before Knowing the Advantageous Strategy, which provides an overview of 

the Iowa Gambling Task (1997). This task was designed to simulate real-life decision-

making in regards to factoring uncertainty, rewards and penalties. Participating in the 

study were ten normal individuals and six patients with prefrontal brain damage and deci-

sion-making defects. The researchers collected behavioral, psychophysiological, and self-

account measures simultaneously. The authors briefly noted the results suggest, “In nor-

mal individuals, nonconscious biases guide behavior before conscious knowledge 

does” (1997). These insights suggests humans follow their instincts more often than in-

vestigating facts.  
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 The results and conclusions drawn from the gambling task research may be 

strongly applied to risk-takers of the big mountain ski world. When standing at the peak 

of a mountain face and at the edge of uncertainty the decisions and judgments made are 

critical. To zoom in further, skiers are faced with decisions of safety in regards to 

avalanche potential when judging snowpack history, weather conditions, and the subjec-

tivity of the “human factor” whether skiing solo or in a group. In the tragic incidences 

when negative decisions are made on an avalanche prone face, many factors affect how 

people act according to their conceptual knowledge. To relate this concept to the findings 

of the gambling task; factors such as sensory stimuli, neurological disposition, personali-

ty, social and situational framing affect the judgment and decision making process. 

 Judgments on the mountain about avalanche danger can get tedious when compar-

ing to past experiences. In some cases, people may bias their estimates when relying on 

factors of memory to decide. The text by Anderson discusses a phenomenon called gam-

bler’s fallacy, “a belief that if an event has not occurred for a while, then it is more likely, 

by the ‘law of averages’ to occur in the near future” (2011). At casinos, players with a 

loss streak will continue to play assuming they will win eventually based on the “law of 

averages” (2011) The game is set in favor of the casino. In a skier’s sense, the casino is 

the mountain and avalanches are a part of the probability game, typically not set in favor 

of the person. For a big mountain skier, the gambler’s fallacy concept is being aware of 

probability and not tossing the skier’s fate to simple probability. 
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 Imagine standing at the base of a snow pit recently dug to analyze the snowpack 

and discussing the probability for an avalanche triggered if a skier glides across the slope. 

Concrete snow science knowledge is critical for this type of decision. Additionally, gag-

ing the emotional state, dynamics, and skiing ability of the group is essential. Situations 

involve sensory representation that includes two interacting chains of events. Damasio 

concluded, “Either the sensory representation of the situation or of the facts evoked by it 

activates neural systems that hold non-declarative dispositional knowledge related to in-

dividual’s previous emotional experience or similar situations” (1997). Two sequences 

may be triggered from the given situation. One is logical with facts, options for decisions, 

and representations of future outcomes. The other involves previous emotional experi-

ences from comparable situations. The logic and emotion play together in reasoning 

methods to conclude with a decision. 

 What is the drive for skiers to take risks? Perhaps the “young adult male syn-

drome?” Much of this risk taking behavior and decision making is derived from personal-

ity. The area of the brain which contributes to an importance in human personality is the 

ventromedial prefrontal cortex and plays an important role in successful judgments (An-

derson, 2011). Marvin Zuckerman wrote about the personality trait of sensation-seeking 

as a pursuit of novel, intense, and complex sensations and experiences and the willing-

ness to take risks for the sake of such experience (2011). He describes risk-taking as the 

price for sensation-seeking. A subcategory is thrill-and-adventure-seeking, where skiers 

emerge (2011). 
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 There are multiple reasons a person is motivated to partake in adventure sports. 

Jeff McCarthy is an experienced mountaineer, environmental expert who focuses on the 

relationship between the human body and mind with nature. During an interview with 

him, three attitudes towards experiencing nature emerged. First, he described the mode of 

connection which is a way of perceiving the human and the environment being inter-

twined as the atmosphere breathes in and out of each person. Skiing is an example of how  

humans are interlocked with nature in a give and take (McCarthy, 2014). The second atti-

tude is care-giving which is seen as rescuing the sublime or maintaining the environment. 

Third is a concept of conquering. McCarthy gives examples of people seeking the con-

quest mode by being motivated by external factors for the effort such as the prize, photo-

graph, or idea on conquering a mountain (2014). These three modes of interacting with 

the environment through adventure sports may be intermingled within a lifetime for each 

individual.  

 An interesting question is the differences of risk takers in age. Does the decrease 

in risky decisions in older individuals relate to neural and hormonal changes (less testos-

terone), changes in values (having children or a family to provide and care for), or new 

social dynamics? An explanation may involve the experience adults have on reasoning 

about risk, the increased knowledge and information adults have, and different values and 

situations. Adolescents may value the immediate pleasure more at a younger age. Addi-

tionally, the ventromedial prefrontal cortex brain region continues to mature into early 

20’s (Anderson, 2011). The greatest risk-takers tend to be young adult males in their ado-

lescent years. 
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 Relating back to the stages of the gambling task and research by Bechara, Dama-

sio, and Tranel (1997), the stages of understanding apply to skiers as well. For example, a 

skier may be in a big mountain competition with the option to drop a 20 foot cliff or ski 

through the chute. He may have a hunch that the landing is stomped out under the cliff, 

but if he is successful, more points will be rewarded to him than skiing through the chute. 

A riskier decision would be to throw the hunch to the wind and launch the cliff regardless 

of consequences for the immediate reward or higher scores in the contest. The skier could 

have taken the chute and been in the conceptual period after understanding the knowl-

edge and facts of the terrain to make the least detrimental decision. Again as Anderson 

wrote, “Decision making deals with choosing actions that can have real consequences in 

the presence of real uncertainty” (2011). 

 Motivation for risky judgments has a biological and neural representation as well. 

Testosterone is correlated to sensation-seeking and aggressive behaviors. In relation, an 

enzyme monoamine oxidase (MAO) is low in high-sensation seekers, and is implied to 

regulate (2011). MAO increases with age and is higher in women. Typically people make 

less risky choices as they increase in age. Aside from testosterone, a driving neural factor 

to seeking sensation is dopamine neurons in the basal ganglia. The release of dopamine 

has a similar affect to that of drugs and produces feelings of positive rewards (2011). 

Those who take risks, seek sensations enjoy big mountain skiing or snowboarding, expe-

rience adrenaline, dopamine rushes and a positive reward in the brain that extends 

through the body and mind. Skiers may feel an irresistible need to experience adventure, 

fast speeds, and quite dangerous elements out of the control of the individual. 

�9



ADVENTURE SPORT PSYCHOLOGY! �10

 In nearly all articles about extreme sport performance, Flow Theory is described. 

The leading psychologist for this topic is Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1996). He explains 

flow as an autotelic experience where there is a, synergistic balance between opportunity 

and capacity. When flow is achieved, it is one of the most positive human experiences. 

Swann (2012) describes this feeling as, “a deeply rewarding and optimal experience 

characterized by intense focus on a specific activity to the point of becoming totally ab-

sorbed in it, and the exclusion of all other thoughts and emotions.” The concept is derived 

from an optimal experience with a perfect balance of skill level and challenge. It’s be-

tween anxiety (over arousal) and boredom (under arousal) (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996). This 

theory investigates the combination of an individual’s skills and challenge levels, and 

how that affects the person’s psychological outcome of the activity. 

 Experiencing Flow tends to be harmonious in the sense that everything is coming 

together, clicking into place, and creating the optimal experience. Nine dimensions inter-

act to allow the feeling of Flow to occur according to Csikszentmihalyi (1996). Imagine 

the connection of these dimensions during adventure sport such as big mountain skiing or 

snowboarding. First is the balance of challenge versus skill level. There must be a bal-

ance of these two variables to allow flow. Next is striving for clear goals in the situation 

with direct feedback. The athlete will either be progressing towards that goal or adjusting 

their behavior to meet the objective. There must be concentration on the task with com-

plete focus and no distractions. This leads to total absorption  or feeling at one with the 

activity. Soon resulting is a loss of self-consciousness and a decreased awareness of so-

cial or self evaluation. In conjunction with a sense of control over the outcome is a trans-
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formation of time either speeding up or slowing down. The above dimensions combined 

will describe the autotelic experience of flow which is intrinsically rewarding (1996). The 

Flow state is an extremely positive experience, and can influence the motivations of risk 

taking to achieve this experience.   

 Not only does the brain itself affect decision making, but the situation as a whole 

influences the basis of decisions. Social settings draw in multitudes of factors for chang-

ing a person’s outlook on judging a situation. The peer pressure, desire to impress and 

competitive edge of group settings can alter the mind-set of making choices especially on 

the ski hill. These concepts deal with framing effects. These effects refer to Anderson’s 

idea that, “people’s decisions vary, depending on where they perceive themselves to be 

on the utility curve.” (2011) That is, the balance of perceived value, gains or losses. The 

decision a skier makes of dropping a cliff or skiing a bowl prone to avalanches might be 

completely different if the skier is alone or in a group. With professional skiing, much 

more pressure is added to the framing effects when production cameras, sponsors, and 

competitions with greater stakes at hand come into play. 

 The final major theme is perception of control. A general human factor that may 

influence the positive or negative outlook is described by Wheeler (2012) as, “lapses in 

perception disconnect us from understanding consequence.” Essentially, the perception of 

safety control in high-risk situations may affect the judgment and decision making 

process. Personal perception of control may be compared between internal and external 
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locus of control. According to Penguin Dictionary of Psychology, locus of control refers 

to an individual’s perceived source of control over their own behavior (2009).  

 Locus of control may be viewed on a spectrum. People who perceive internal lo-

cus of control, “tend to take responsibility for their own actions and to view themselves 

as having control over their own destinies” (2009). Individuals with a  perception of ex-

ternal locus of control tend to believe success or failure is controlled by outside forces. 

An individual’s self-perceived locus of control can be measured on the I.E. (Internal / Ex-

ternal) scale. This is a self-report inventory designed to measure how much a person per-

ceives control of their behaviors (2009). The research suggests that the majority of lead-

ers and highly successful people have strong internal locus of control traits (2009). Inter-

estingly, the people reported as happiest had a balance of internal and external locus of 

control.  

 There must be a balance of internal and external locus of control perception while 

making effective decisions in high-risk situations skiing or snowboarding. There should 

be an element of external locus of control because the individual needs to understand and 

acknowledge the dangers of avalanches. The weather, snowpack, and terrain are external 

factors that can create very dangerous or very safe environments. While acknowledging 

existing hazards, a person should take accountability with internal locus of control that 

their existence in the environment will strongly influence the outcome. If there is 

avalanche prone terrain, the skier deciding to navigate that slope is what will ultimately 

trigger the slide. The outcome of this situation is due to both internal and external factors.  
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 When understanding the perceptions of control, it is important to explore the per-

ceptions of personal or group competence. Misperceptions of competence in a situation 

can lead to very challenging circumstances. There are three main mind set types for this 

topic. First is astute, which correctly perceives the level of risk and their ability to per-

form in the given conditions. Second is timid and fearful, which will misperceive the ad-

venture in two ways. One is by overestimating the risk and underestimating their compe-

tence to perform. Third is the arrogant and fearless, who misperceive the adventure by 

underestimating the risk and overestimating their competence. Each of these perception 

windows lead to peak exploration/experimentation, adventure, or devastation and disaster 

(Glass, Priest, 2005). This concept emphasizes the importance of realistically identifying 

existing risks and knowing personal ability levels.  

 In conclusion, the rise in popularity of action and adventure sports has increased 

the need to address risk tolerance motivations. Again, adventure is defined as an unusual 

and exciting, typically hazardous, experience or activity. Big mountain skiing is a prime 

example of an extreme adventure sport. To more completely understand the psychology 

of why people pursuit these experiences, this paper explored perceptions of control, risk 

tolerance, cognitive psychology for decision making, and both psychological and physio-

logical descriptions of motivation.  

 The hypothesis is supported because the majority of elite big mountain ski and 

snowboard athletes are intrinsically motivated by positive psychological and physiologi-

cal phenomena experienced when the level of personal competence and challenge inter-

sect at equilibrium. To optimize the peak experience, an individual will embody the Flow 

�13



ADVENTURE SPORT PSYCHOLOGY! �14

Theory with a balance of internal and external locus of control. The hormone secretions 

that compose adrenaline highly contribute to the physiological response of the extreme 

sport. As Jeff McCarthy would suggest, the outdoor environment adds a deeper level of 

connection to the experience as the human body interacts with the natural world (2014).  
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