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Abstract   

 

Anecdotal evidence and several high-profile fatalities associated with outdoor recreation 

have led some to believe that New Zealand parents and teachers are becoming more risk 

averse. Outdoor education is, however, a formal part of the school curriculum under the 

auspices of Education Outside the Classroom (EOTC). Furthermore, prior research has 

shown that active participation in outdoor pursuits has significant benefits for participants. 

Consequently, it is important to understand how risk is perceived by parents and teachers 

and what influence it may be having on participation rates and programming. The 

exploratory study presented here utilised online, self-reply questionnaires to solicit views 

from teachers with responsibilities related to EOTC (n=276) and parents from primary and 

intermediate school Boards of Trustees (BoT) (n=534). In addition, 11 semi-structured 

telephone interviews were conducted with key informants from outdoor education 

providers. Data from these instruments showed that BoT parents are more accepting of 

outdoor education activities than might be presumed and do not have perceptions of risk 

that appear elevated. EOTC teachers, on the other hand, have higher levels of perceived 

risk. This is likely related to their professional roles and the fact that they have 

responsibility for the safety of the children in their school when they are undertaking 

outdoor education activities. As might be expected, BoT parents and EOTC teachers in rural 

areas have lower levels of concern about risk for their children than do their urban 

counterparts. Accidents and fatalities widely reported in the media were found to have 

limited effects on participation.  However, the data did suggest parental anxiety increased 

after such incidents, but the research also showed that very few BoT parents respond by 

preventing their children from participating. Schools are more likely to reduce programmes 

and the data showed a small proportion of schools have responded to incidents in this 

way. Outdoor education professionals will be reassured that BoT parents appear to 

respond to publicised tragedy in the outdoors with a good deal of common sense. There is 

no doubt that there are isolated cases of individual BoT parents and, sometimes, whole 

schools cancelling outdoor education trips for children. These are seized on by the media 

as documented proof of “wrapping children in cotton wool”, “paranoid parenting”, and 

other phenomena implying parents or teachers are risk averse to an unhealthy degree. This 

study provides empirical data showing that most BoT parents and EOTC teachers do not 

respond in this way.  

 

Keywords: Risk, schoolchildren, outdoor recreation, outdoor education, EOTC, Board of 

Trustees 
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Background 

 

It is widely understood that involvement in outdoor recreation and sport activities provides 

significant benefits for individuals, communities and nations (Kane & Tucker, 2007; Powell, 

2007). As a consequence, many nations, including New Zealand, have a long tradition of 

including outdoor education as part of the school curriculum (Zink & Boyes, 2006). Such 

activities (which occur under the classification of Education Outside the Classroom or EOTC 

in New Zealand) seek to foster learning and enthusiasm for outdoor recreation in school-

age children and for those children to reap the rewards physically, psychologically and 

socially of regular engagement in physical activity in the outdoors. 

 

Despite increasing investment in the sector (particularly in promoting physical activity in 

the outdoors) in New Zealand (SPARC, 2008), a wide range of indicators show that New 

Zealanders are becoming increasingly sedentary. These include increasing levels of obesity 

and obesity related health issues (NORR, 2008), decreasing numbers of children walking to 

school (Ministry of Transport, 2008) and an increasing proportion of leisure time spent 

inactive involved in past-times such as television watching, computer and mobile-phone 

usage and listening to music (Vandelanotte, Sugiyama, Gardiner, & Owen, 2009). 

 

It is also relevant to note that New Zealand promotes itself internationally as an ‘adventure 

capital’ with exciting and adventurous outdoor activities and opportunities as a central 

part of the ‘Kiwi lifestyle’. This reputation has value from a tourism perspective (Cloke & 

Perkins, 2002) and also contributes to New Zealanders’ self-perception and national pride. 

What is becoming clear is that there is a growing discrepancy between New Zealand’s 

external and self-image as a healthy, active and adventurous nation and the reality of a 

country whose population is dominated by urban dwellers with predominantly sedentary 

and inactive lifestyles (Eames, 2008). 

 

There have, in recent years, been a number of high profile accidents and fatalities 

associated with outdoor recreation, outdoor education and adventure tourism activities. 

These include the Mangatepopo river canyoning fatalities (Vass, 2009), the death of a 

university student involved in bridge swing activities in the Manawatu Gorge (Miller, 2009), 

the death of an English tourist who was participating in river-boarding activities in the 

Kawarau Gorge (Williams, 2008), and a number of injuries and fatalities associated with 

alpine and snow related activities (Lynch, 2009). These and other accidents appear to be 

having an impact on the willingness of both New Zealand schools and the parents of New 

Zealand schoolchildren to allow students to participate in off-site recreation and outdoor 

education visits, field-trips and school camps. At least one well established outdoor 

education provider reported a significant number of cancellations and associated financial 
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difficulties as a consequence of the Mangatepopo tragedy (Education centre solves cash 

flow woes, 2008). 

 

Perceptions of risk (see Appendix 6 for a more in-depth review of the literature on outdoor 

education and risk) have long been recognised as an important influence on the decision-

making of potential participants in recreational activities (Dickson, Chapman, & Hurrell, 

2000). Perceived risk is an individual’s subjective evaluation of the characteristics and 

severity of risk that exists at a given moment (Priest & Baillie, 1987). The perceived risk can 

be close to the real risk when an individual is experienced and/or particularly well 

informed. However, a perceived risk may be far removed from the real risk and it is this 

scenario (when perceived risk is low, but real risk is high) which most frequently leads to 

accidents, injuries and fatalities (Haddock, 1983). What is most important to recognise is 

that it is the perceived risk as opposed to the actual or real risk that is ultimately used to 

make decisions regarding involvement in outdoor recreation situations.  

 

Parents appear to be becoming more risk averse and cite safety concerns as an important 

issue in terms of allowing their children to participate in recreation activities, walking or 

cycling to school and playing outside unsupervised (Carver, Timperio, & Crawford, 2007). It 

is clear, however, that risk is an inherent part of outdoor recreation. Confronting the risks 

and managing these are part of the appeal for participants testing themselves in 

challenging environments (Davidson, 2008). 

 

A range of research on outdoor pursuits that are inherently adventurous (and therefore 

have risks for participants) has shown that such activities can be powerful learning 

experiences. As a consequence, adventurous nature-based recreational activities have 

been widely utilised within the New Zealand school EOTC curriculum (Gair, 1997; Hirsch, 

1999; Mortlock, 2001). Teachers and outdoor education leaders attempt to create 

situations that move students to the outer boundary of their ‘comfort zone’ so there is a 

match between task difficulty and participant competence (Haddock, 1993). The outcome 

of such experiences can lead to improved self-confidence, self-efficacy and potentially 

transfer to other situations in participant’s lives (Priest, 1999). The natural environment is 

the most common setting where such activities are conducted because it provides a 

degree of challenge through the nature of the terrain (or water), its inherent uncertainty, 

and because participants are generally unfamiliar with it. 

 

Despite a sound understanding of the benefits of risk, outdoor education and adventure 

and New Zealand schools’ curriculum requirement for EOTC, there is no empirical research 

that explores the influence of perceived risk on decision-making regarding participation in 

outdoor education activities for younger New Zealanders. There is anecdotal evidence of 

reduced participation as a consequence of high-profile accidents associated with outdoor 

adventure pursuits. Popular press articles (e.g. Kenworthy, 2010; Wong, 2005) suggest that 
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New Zealand society is becoming less tolerant of risk. With regard to schoolchildren, 

parents and teachers are the key decision-makers with regard to student participation in 

outdoor education. As a consequence, this study explored the perception of each group of 

the risks associated with outdoor education and determined how these affected 

participation. This information makes an important contribution to the understanding of 

decision-making, the influence of perceived risk, and participation in outdoor education for 

school age children. The data produced from this research will improve the understanding 

of these factors and can be utilised to inform decision-making regarding management and 

promotion of active and healthy lifestyles for New Zealand children. 

 

Research Objectives   

 

The objectives of this research were: 

1. To assess the influence of perceived risk on primary and intermediate schools’ 
decisions regarding outdoor recreation/education activities for pupils. 

2. To evaluate outdoor recreation/education providers’ views on the influence of 
perceived risk on participation in programmes and services provided for pre-
teenage schoolchildren. 

3. To understand the influence of perceived risk on parents’ decision-making 
regarding their pre-teen children’s participation in outdoor recreation/education 
activities. 

4. To provide information which will assist SPARC in developing strategies to address 
the needs of schools and outdoor recreation/education providers in dealing with 
risk, risk management, and communication and promotion strategies related to 
perceptions of risk associated with outdoor recreation/education. 

5. To provide research to support the development of strategies to encourage and 
support younger New Zealanders to adopt healthy, active leisure lifestyles.  

 

Research Design/Methods 

 

The target population for this research was teachers responsible for EOTC in New Zealand 

primary and intermediate schools, the parents of children attending these schools, and 

outdoor education providers who serve pre-teenage school children in New Zealand. This 

age group was focused on because it is during these earlier years at school that children 

are first exposed to outdoor education activities as part of the formal school curriculum. It 

is also a life stage that has an important formative influence on attitudes towards the 

outdoors and recreation and the time when leisure lifestyles are explored and developed. 
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In order to achieve the objectives set for this research, a series of specific research 

questions was established from a review of relevant literature (including popular press 

articles). For each of these questions, specific research hypotheses were developed. These 

research questions and related hypotheses were as follows: 

Research Question 1: Do BoT parents’ and EOTC teachers’ perception of risk differ? 

Hypothesis 1: BoT parents perceive risk to be higher than EOTC teachers. 

Research Question 2: Do BoT parents have a higher acceptance of risk than EOTC 

teachers? 

Hypothesis 2: EOTC teachers have a higher threshold of risk acceptability than BoT 

parents. 

Research Question 3: Does residing in an urban or rural area affect perception of risk? 

Hypothesis 3: City BoT parents have a higher perception of risk than country BoT 

parents. 

Hypothesis 4: City EOTC teachers have a higher perception of risk than country 

EOTC teachers. 

Research Question 4: Do socio-economic characteristics affect risk perception? 

Hypothesis 5: EOTC teachers at low decile schools have a lower perception of risk 

than EOTC teachers at high decile schools. 

Research Question 5: Does residence in the North or South Island of New Zealand affect 

the perception of risk? 

Hypothesis 6: The perception of risk for North Island (NI) EOTC teachers is the same 

as South Island (SI) EOTC teachers. 

Hypothesis 7: The perception of risk for North Island (NI) and South Island (SI) BoT 

parents is the same. 

Research Question 6: Does the occurrence of high profile accidents affect participation in 

outdoor recreation/education in schools? 

Hypothesis 8: Outdoor incidents in recent years, such as the Mangatepopo tragedy, 

resulted in reduced participation in outdoor education. 

 

In order to provide representation and the ability to generalise results to the target 

population, a quantitative, targeted sampling approach was utilised. For this purpose, an 
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online self-reply questionnaire targeting EOTC teachers in primary and intermediate 

schools and BoT parents of children attending those schools was utilised. In addition, to 

add depth and richness to the data, semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

deliberately selected key informants from major outdoor education providers in New 

Zealand. Thus, a mixed methods approach was used to provide data to explore the 

research questions established for this study.  

 

This study is intended therefore to be an exploratory examination of the influence of 

perceived risk on participation in outdoor education activities for pre-teenage children in 

New Zealand. It focuses on obtaining the views of those most likely to have knowledge on 

this subject and those who have most influence on decision making regarding participation 

and management of outdoor education experiences. 

 

Study participants 

 

Schools 

Two avenues were used to reach the principals/EOTC coordinators of every school in New 

Zealand with children of primary and intermediate age. Firstly, the New Zealand Principals 

Federation (NZPF) sends a regular electronic newsletter to its members. This newsletter 

was used to promote the study and to invite participation from relevant staff members in 

primary and intermediate schools. This newsletter was e-mailed out to 2,231 principals on 

4 May 2010. However, as a consequence of a low response rate (63) by 20 May 2010, a 

second approach was undertaken. 

  

A specific request to participate in the study was e-mailed out (21 May 2010) to all primary 

and intermediate schools’ generic email addresses (obtained via the Ministry of 

Education’s website). A total of 2,165 schools comprised of four school types were invited 

to participate via this e-mailed invitation (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1: Targeted schools by type 

Category Year Number Sample 

Primary and Contributing 1-6 and 1-5 1893 214 

Composite   1-12 or 7-12 150 15 

Intermediate  7-8 122 34 

Unidentified   13 

 

Total targeted schools 

  

2165 

 

276 

(Ministry of Education, 2010) 

 
An additional sampling regime took place for private schools in early July 2010 after it was 
discovered that the Ministry of Education keep a separate database for these schools. 
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Thus, invitations to participate in the study were sent out to all private schools in this 
database. After 10 days a follow-up invitation was sent and a final follow-up was sent after 
a further 10 days. 
 
The online survey was closed on 31 July 2010, with final responses, including private 
schools, for the survey of 276. This represents 14% of the targeted population based on 
those schools that received an invitation. Of the 276 survey questionnaires, 265 were 
completed in total, while 11 were partially completed, resulting in a 96% completion rate 
(refer to Appendix 1 for teacher survey). 
 
Parents 

Because lists and contact details for parents of schoolchildren are not kept in New Zealand 

and individual schools are not permitted to release details of parents or their children, an 

initial strategy to sample from the membership of the New Zealand Parent Teacher 

Association was developed. This strategy was changed because it was found that the New 

Zealand Parent Teacher Association has only 135 members (many of which are high 

schools) and this would not render an adequate representative sample from the 

population of nearly 2,200 primary and intermediate schools in New Zealand. As a 

consequence, an alternate strategy was needed to access parents of primary and 

intermediate school age children. A decision was made to target parents who served on 

school Boards of Trustees. Firstly, because all schools in New Zealand are required to have 

Boards of Trustees and these comprise mainly of parents elected to govern schools. 

Secondly, because, they were contactable via the individual school’s database and thirdly, 

parents who serve on Boards of Trustees have, through their role on the Board, familiarity 

with the issues of risk, risk management and safety, and the EOTC curriculum in schools. 

Thus, this group represents respondents who have relevant information and opinions on 

the subject of this study and represent an appropriate sample to access as representing 

the views of an important group of school children’s parents. 

 

These parents on primary and intermediate schools’ Boards of Trustees were approached 

via a generic school email as provided by the Ministry of Education (21 May 2010). After 10 

days a follow-up invitation was sent and a final follow-up was sent after a further 10 days. 

A separate sampling regime was used in early July to contact parents from private schools.  

 

The survey closed on 31 July 2010 with 534 questionnaires completed. This is a response 

rate of 26% of the targeted population. Of the 534 questionnaires, 468 were completed in 

total and 66 were partially completed, yielding an 88% completion rate (refer to Appendix 

2 for parent survey). 

 

Sample characteristics and representativeness 

While the response rates achieved in this study are not high (14% of EOTC teachers and 

26% of parents on Boards of Trustees) they are not unusual for social science research 
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(Kalton, 1983; Sheehan, 2001) and are consistent with the response rates of other 

research on outdoor education. For example, Haddock (2007) in her research on EOTC 

in primary schools in New Zealand achieved a response rate of around 20% (413 

primary schools) in her study. Similarly, Zinc and Boyes (2006) in their study on the 

nature and scope of outdoor education in New Zealand schools achieved a 14% 

response rate.  

What is more important, when making inferences from a sample about an entire 

population, is to consider the representativeness of the sample.  Efforts were made to 

ensure the sample was representative of both schools and parents of schoolchildren, 

and that the samples reflected the population, geographically, ethnically, and socio-

economically. When the characteristics of the sample were compared with known 

characteristics of the population, it was noted there was an under-representation of 

Asian and Pasifika parents, lower-income parents, parents of younger children, and 

lower-decile schools. The results of this study need to be interpreted within the context 

of these observations and an understanding that those who chose to participate in the 

study are those more likely to have strong views in the subject matter of the research 

(Kalton, 1983). (refer to Appendix 3 Tables A-B and Figures A-H for further details on 

sample characteristics). 

Outdoor recreation and education providers 

 

Eleven key providers were invited to participate in the study on the basis that they are 

significant providers of outdoor recreation and education opportunities for primary and 

intermediate schools and pre-year-nine students throughout the country (refer to Table 2). 

A key-informant was identified within each of the organisations, based on their industry 

experience, qualifications and position held.  

 

As the number of key-informants was relatively small, person-to-person, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted by telephone. An open format (non-schedule-structured) was 

chosen, with the interviewee guided by open-ended questions but encouraged to 

elaborate and share their views with regard to the influence of risk on decisions to 

participate in particular activities and risk management practices within their 

organisations. See Appendix 4 for a list of indicative questions used to guide the interview 

process. The interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
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Table 2: Outdoor providers by region  

Provider Location 

 

YMCA Shakespear Lodge Hibiscus Coast 

Sir Peter Blake Marine Education and Recreation Centre North Shore  

Bigfoot Adventures North Shore  

YouthTown Auckland 

Manukau on the Move South Auckland 

Christian Camping New Zealand, Sonshine Ranch Papakura 

Foundation for Youth Development (Kiwi Can)  National 

YMCA Waitaki Wellington 

Boyle River Outdoor Education Centre Marlborough 

YMCA Wainui Christchurch 

Adventure Southland Invercargill 

 

Data analysis and ethical conduct 

Data were exported from the online questionnaire results into an Excel spreadsheet and 

then into SPSS software to conduct statistical analyses. Qualitative data (from open-ended 

questions) were read, scanned and coded manually and assessed for relevance and 

themes. Formal, independent ethical review of this research was undertaken by the AUT 

Ethics Committee before data gathering was carried out and formal approval was given for 

this research project to proceed (AUTEC Reference number 10/12). As a consequence, 

principles of explicit identification of risks of participation, voluntary participation, 

informed consent, confidentiality and anonymity were adhered to in the conduct of this 

research. All data were aggregated or given pseudonyms in order to protect respondents’ 

anonymity and confidentiality. 

 

Results  
 

This section presents an analysis of the research data gathered using the online 

questionnaires administered to BoT parents and EOTC teachers, and the telephone 

interviews conducted with outdoor recreation/education providers. The section is 

structured in order of the six research questions with the eight associated hypotheses. 

Quantitative results and open-ended responses from the surveys are presented in relation 

to the hypotheses. Data from the provider interviews are, where relevant, incorporated 

into the overall analysis. 



 

12 

 

Research Question 1: Do BoT parents’ and EOTC teachers’ perceptions of risk differ? 

This question considers whether BoT parents and EOTC teachers have a different 

perception of the risk associated with outdoor education activities provided to primary and 

intermediate schoolchildren. Anecdotal evidence suggests parents have become more risk 

averse (e.g. Kenworthy, 2010; Wong, 2005) and, due to their direct biological connection 

with their children, could be expected to be more concerned about risk for their children 

than teachers. As a consequence, the following hypothesis was explored: 

Hypothesis 1: BoT parents perceive risk to be higher than EOTC teachers. 

One question included in both the BoT parent survey and the EOTC teacher survey was 

designed to gauge the perceived risk of serious harm of common outdoor 

education/recreation activities. Serious harm was defined on the questionnaire as 

‘requiring hospitalisation due to broken bones, or concussion, or hypothermia’. In both 

survey groups the participants were asked to rate the risk of serious harm on a six-point 

Likert scale from ‘no risk’ (1) to ‘very high risk’ (6) for 16 different activities. 

The responses for each activity were compared for each group and analysed for statistical 

significance using the Mann-Whitney U test (see Appendix 5, Table A). The EOTC teacher 

group rated the risk higher for every activity in the survey question and the statistical test 

showed that the difference in mean ranks between the EOTC teacher and BoT parent 

groups tested was highly significant for every activity (z range= -4.7 to -13.0, p < 0.001). 

Two sporting activities, ‘Netball’ and ‘Rugby’, were included at the end of the list of 

outdoor recreation activities. When the mean ranks were compared between EOTC 

teachers and BoT parents for each of the outdoor recreation activities, the mean rank 

responses for EOTC teachers were, on average, 150 rankings higher than the mean ranking 

responses for BoT parents. When the difference in mean ranks was compared between 

EOTC teachers and BoT parents for the two sporting activities of rugby and netball, the 

difference was only, on average, 80 rankings higher. This suggests the difference in 

perception of risk between EOTC teachers and BoT parents is more pronounced with 

outdoor activities than with sporting activities. 

A second analysis was undertaken comparing the mean of all of the risk ratings scored by 

the EOTC teacher group with the mean of all the BoT parent group risk rating scores. Thus, 

the mean of all scores across all the activities was calculated for each group (Table 3) and 

an independent samples t-test was used to compare the means (Table 4). The test result 

was significant (t (740) = -14, p < 0.001). This suggests there is a real difference in the risk 

perception of BoT parents and EOTC teachers. When the perceived risk responses were 

combined in this way for each group, EOTC teachers (M = 4.08) perceived the risk of 

outdoor activities to be higher than BoT parents (M = 3.37). The difference between the 

means is 0.71 (95% CI: 0.81 to 0.61). Relating the means back to the Likert scale 
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descriptors, across all activities the combined responses showed EOTC teachers rated risks 

to be ‘moderate’ while BoT parents rated risk towards ‘low’. From these tests, the 

hypothesis that BoT parents have a higher perception of risk than EOTC teachers is not 

supported. In fact, the results are counter to the research hypothesis. That is, data support 

the contention that EOTC teachers have a higher perception of the risk than BoT parents. 

 

 

Table 3: Mean BoT Parent and EOTC Teacher Risk Ratings of Outdoor Activities 

Group n Mean Std. Deviation 

Parent 472 3.37 0.66 

Teacher 270 4.08 0.67 

 

 

Table 4: Independent Samples Test for Mean BoT Parent and EOTC Teacher Risk Ratings  

 

95% confidence interval t-test for Equality of Means 

Lower Upper t df 

Sig. (2 

Tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Equal variances 

assumed 

-0.808 -0.609 -13.96 740 .000 -0.71 

 

Provider interview data analysis 

Interview data with outdoor recreation/education providers shows that parental risk 

aversion did not emerge strongly as a theme. Three participants shared cases of parental 

caution they considered unwarranted, one stating that parents are ‘more protective these 

days’. Five of the 11 interviewees did not identify an issue with parental protective 

behaviour being in any way overbearing. Three participants identified over-enthusiasm to 

be more of an issue, as supported by this participant’s statement:  

“I actually think that the parents are more gung-ho than we’d like them to be at 

times.” 

Another interviewee perceived the parents to be more of a risk than the children. Although 

examples were given about parental fears transferring to children, the emerging theme 

appeared to be that parents on school camps are not overtly concerned about the risks in 

those outdoor programmes, as indicated by this comment: 



 

14 

 

“I think parents have quite a lot of trust in the teachers, especially at junior 

school level.” 

While participants were not specifically asked to contrast the parental risk perception with 

teacher risk perception, data from the interviews supported the findings from the 

quantitative analysis. In general, it was thought that it was the school that held a 

perception of activities offered by providers as being riskier, rather than parents on the 

fieldtrips, and that perception of the risk was often at odds with that of the people 

delivering the activities. One participant passed the following comment about an activity 

that generally found favour with the students and parents: 

“Some schools have actually stopped their kids doing … (note: activity descriptor 

removed to protect anonymity of respondent). Some schools are not allowed to 

do it. And it's quite bizarre really because it's probably yielded the least amount 

of accidents in the last four years that I've been here.” 

Thus, qualitative data from interviews with providers provide additional support for the 

contention that teachers (and schools) have a higher perception of the risk than parents. 

Research Question 2: Do BoT parents have a higher acceptance of risk than EOTC 

teachers? 

This question considers the risk threshold for parents and schools in terms of what is 

acceptable risk and what is unacceptable risk to expose children to when involved with 

outdoor education activities provided to primary and intermediate schoolchildren. 

Hypothesis 2: Schools have a higher threshold of risk acceptability than parents. 

In order to test this hypothesis, both BoT parents and EOTC teachers were asked to rate 

the same 14 outdoor education and recreation activities (excluding rugby/netball) as in 

Research Question 1 above. Participants were invited to consider each activity in terms of 

the acceptability of the risk and rate each as either ‘acceptable’, ‘unacceptable’ or ‘unsure’. 

For the BoT parent group the acceptability was in the context of which activities they 

would be willing for their child to take part in. For the EOTC teachers’ group it was in the 

context of which activities they thought their school would be prepared to offer students.  

As a percentage of the total, EOTC teachers and BoT parents rated the same activities as 

‘unacceptable’. However, in most cases the EOTC teacher ‘unacceptable’ responses were 

higher than those of the BoT parents (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: BoT Parent and EOTC Teacher Acceptability of Outdoor Activities 
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To evaluate whether there was a significant difference in acceptability of activities 

between EOTC teachers and BoT parents, their responses were analysed using a two-way 

contingency table. The analysis was conducted for each activity and testing by Pearson’s 

chi-square demonstrated significance (2 (20, n = 733) = 7.0 to 29.4, p < 0.05), for the 

following five activities: Trips to remote places, Canoeing/kayaking on a river, Rock 

climbing or abseiling on a natural cliff-face, Cooking with an open fire, and Skiing (Table 5) 

(See Appendix 5, Table B for full results). 

 

Table 5: Contingency Table for BoT Parent and EOTC Teacher Acceptability of Risk  

 

 

Acceptable to Parent  Acceptable to Teacher  
2
 Asym. 

Sig.   (2 

Tailed) 
Yes No Unsure Yes No Unsure 

Trips to remote places (2+ 

hours walk to vehicle 

access) 

365 55 42 183 60 26 14.481 0.001 

Canoeing/kayaking on a 

river 
201 170 78 108 126 33 6.961 0.031 

Rock climbing or abseiling 

on a natural cliff-face 
319 83 59 173 71 25 8.083 0.018 

Cooking with an open fire 423 26 15 639 57 36 17.251 0.000 

Skiing 411 30 22 195 36 35 29.412 0.000 

 

 ‘Acceptable’ responses for all activities were combined for each group and compared 

between groups. Box plots revealed significant outliers and the distribution was skewed, so 

it was analysed by group using the Mann-Whitney U test (Table 6). The result of the test 

was significant, (z = -3.1, p = 0.002). Contrary to the hypothesis, overall ‘acceptable’ 

responses for activities were higher for the EOTC teacher group, as indicated by a mean 

rank of 341, compared with 391 for the BoT parent group. 

From these tests the hypothesis that schools have a higher threshold of risk acceptability 

than BoT parents is not supported. The results indicate the contrary - that EOTC teachers 

have a lower threshold of risk acceptability than BoT parents do. 

 

Table 6: Mann-Whitney U Test for aggregate Acceptable responses over all activities 

Group 
n Mean Rank 

z Asym. Sig.  

 (2 Tailed) 

BoT Parent 474 391 -3.094 0.002 

EOTC Teacher 270 341   

Total 744    
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Research Question 3: Does residing in an urban or rural area affect perception of risk? 

This question considers the predictors of risk perception for BoT parents and EOTC 

teachers, depending on whether their place of residence is rural or urban in nature.  

Hypothesis 3: City BoT parents have a higher perception of risk than country BoT parents. 

To determine whether the City BoT parent group would score higher on average than the 

Country BoT parent group, responses to risk perceptions were compared for each activity 

and analysed for statistical significance using the Mann-Whitney U test (Table 7) (See 

Appendix 5, Table C for full results).  Mean ranks for the City group were higher than those 

for the Country group for 12 of the 14 activities tested in the survey question. However the 

difference in mean ranks between the groups tested statistically significant for only four 

activities: Day hike, Residential camp, Overnight tenting and Canoeing/kayaking in 

sheltered waters, (z range -2.14 to -3.57, p < 0.05). 

 

Table 7: Mann-Whitney U Test for aggregate Acceptable responses over all activities 

 BoT Parent 

Group 

n Mean 

Rank 

z Asym. 

Sig.   (2 

Tailed) 

Day hike City 229 240 -2.143 0.032 

Country 225 215 

Residential school camp City 230 249 -3.899 0.000 

Country 223 204 

Overnight tenting on a trip City 232 252 -3.572 0.000 

Country 230 211 

Canoeing/kayaking in 

sheltered waters 

City 231 245 -2.713 0.007 

Country 227 213 

 

A second analysis was undertaken comparing the mean of all of the risk ratings scored by 

the City group with the mean of all of the Country group risk rating scores. Thus, the mean 

score over all the activities was calculated for each group (Table 8). City BoT parents (M = 

3.43, SD = 0.67) rated the risk of outdoor activities to be higher than Country BoT parents 

(M = 3.31, SD = 0.65). An independent samples t-test (Table 9) demonstrated significance (t 

(466) = 2.045, p = 0.041), although it is a very small difference, 0.12 (95% CI: 0.005 to 

0.245). Both BoT parent groups rated the risk between ‘low’ and ‘moderate’, with the City 

group slightly higher toward ‘moderate’. Although there appears to be a measurable 

difference in the risk rating of BoT parents of children from city schools and country 
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schools, this difference is very small. From these tests, the hypothesis that city BoT parents 

have a higher perception of risk than country BoT parents has limited support. 

 

Table 8: City/Country BoT Parent Overall Average Risk Ratings of Outdoor Activities 

Group n Mean Std. Deviation 

City 234 3.43 0.67 

Country 232 3.31 0.65 

 
 

Table 9: Independent Samples Test for City/Country BoT Parent Overall Risk Ratings 

 

95% confidence 

interval t-test for Equality of Means 

Lower Upper t df 

Sig. (2 

Tailed) 

Mean 

Difference 

Equal variances 

assumed 

0.005 0.245 2.045 464 0.041 0.12 

 

Provider interview data 

When asked about parental attitudes to risk, provider interview participants commonly 

referred to a difference between parents of country schools and parents from city schools. 

Participants conveyed observations about city parents typically expressing greater caution 

with their children than those from rural schools. As one participant stated:   

“Definitely depends on the school or the area they come from… Particularly 

country schools or schools from outer areas of Auckland the parents think the 

activities are more fun than risky.” 

This difference between city and rural parents was related and quite noticeable. An 

interviewee that described overzealous parental risk management by city parents as 

“wrapping them in cotton wool” related his experience from a rural school, describing the 

perception of risk as lower and regarding risk as more akin to adventure than to peril, and 

rural parents as “really up for whatever’s coming”.. 

From both the quantitative and qualitative data, there is sufficient evidence to support the 

notion that parents from country schools perceive risks to be lower than their city 

counterparts. Although some operators noted a marked difference between the rural and 
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city schools that they deal with, the quantitative analysis suggests this rural city difference 

is small across the population. 

Hypothesis 4: City schools have a higher perception of risk than country schools. 

A similar analysis was conducted as for Hypothesis 3 above. When the data for the City and 

Country groups were analysed using the Mann-Whitney U test (Table 10), four activities 

were shown to have a significantly different risk rating: Residential camping, Overnight 

tenting on trips, Canoeing/kayaking in a pool, and Cooking with an open fire, (z range -2.17 

to -3.08, p < 0.05) (See Appendix 5, Table D for full results). 

 

Table 10: Mann-Whitney U Test: City/Country EOTC Teacher Risk Rating of Outdoor 
Activities 

 Teacher 

Group 

n Mean 

Rank 

z Asym. Sig.   

(2 Tailed) 

Residential school camp City 136 139 -2.78 0.005 

Country 122 121 

Overnight tenting on a trip City 137 142 -3.08 0.002 

Country 121 115 

Canoeing/kayaking in a pool City 137 137 -2.17 0.03 

Country 118 118 

Cooking with an open fire City 137 138 -2.33 0.02 

Country 119 118 

 

A second analysis was undertaken comparing the mean of all of the risk ratings scored by 

the City EOTC teacher group with the mean of all of the Country EOTC teacher group’s risk 

rating scores. When the risk scores were aggregated and averaged over all activities there 

was variation between groups; City EOTC teacher (M = 4.16, SD = 0.61) and Country EOTC 

teacher (M = 3.99, SD = 0.73) (Table 11). Assumptions for normality were met and the 

means were analysed using an independent samples t-test and significance was 

demonstrated (t (262) = 2.08, p = 0.04) (Table 12). This supports the notion that there is a 

difference in risk perception between the City EOTC teacher sample and Country EOTC 

teacher sample. From these tests, the hypothesis that City EOTC teachers perceive the risks 

of activities to be higher than Country EOTC teachers is supported. 
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Table 11: Means for City Schools and Country EOTC teachers for Overall Average Risk 
Ratings 

 n Mean Std. Deviation 

City 142 4.16 0.61 

Country 122 3.99 0.73 

 

 

 

Table 12: Independent Samples Test for City/Country Schools for Average Risk Ratings 

 

95% Confidence 

Interval of the 

difference t-test for Equality of Means 

Lower Upper t df 

Sig. (2 

Tailed) Mean Difference 

Equal variances 

assumed 

0.009 0.333 2.08 262 0.04 0.017 

 

The provider interview data provided few observations specifically referring to a difference 

between the teachers in city and rural schools. One interviewee stated the following: 

“A lot of the schools that we deal with are country schools, and I would think 

there would be a big difference between the country schools’ perception of risk 

and the city schools. Yeah, just thinking about it most of the schools we deal 

with are country schools and they're just so gung-ho they'll just go in and do 

anything.”  

However, this statement was making general reference to the schools and may be more 

reflective of the children than the teachers.  

Research Question 4: Do socio-economic characteristics affect risk perception? 

Hypothesis 5: EOTC teachers from low-decile schools have a lower perception of risk than 

EOTC teachers from high-decile schools. 

To determine whether the Low-Decile EOTC teacher group would score higher on average 

risk perception than the High-Decile EOTC teacher group, responses were compared for 

each activity and analysed for statistical significance using the Mann-Whitney U test (see 
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Appendix 5, Table E). In no case was the difference between the median mean ranks 

significant, (z range 0.17 to 0.96, p > 0.05).  

The acceptability of activities was also analysed by aggregating the ‘acceptable’ responses 

over all activities for each group. This was analysed using the Mann-Whitney U test (see 

Appendix 5, Tables F-G). There was no significant difference between the median mean 

ranks, (z range -1.785, p = .074). 

When provider interview data were analysed only one interviewee provided a possible 

counter view to this:  

“…the higher decile schools, the parents seem to over exaggerate, whereas the 

rural schools we get from like “location x”, the parents don't really give a fig, it's 

awesome because the kids are on the farm and they're doing things and they 

know - I think they've got a better judgment about risk.” 

While the interviewee refers to decile, a city/rural contrast is also referred to which could 

account for the observation. 

Research Question 5: Does residence in the North or South Island of New Zealand affect 

the perception of risk? 

Hypothesis 6: The perception of risk for North Island (NI) EOTC teachers is the same as 

South Island (SI) EOTC teachers. 

Risk rating data from the EOTC teacher survey was compared by island and analysed for 

statistical significance using the Mann-Whitney U test (see Appendix 5, Table H). 

In no case was the difference between the medians significant, (z range -1.80 to -0.11, p > 

0.05). Thus the hypothesis that NI EOTC teachers have the same perception of risk as SI 

EOTC teachers is supported. 

From the interview data no themes emerged that suggested variability between the South 

and North Islands in terms of teacher risk perception.  

Hypothesis 7: The perception of risk for North Island (NI) and South Island (SI) BoT parents 

is the same. 

BoT parents’ survey responses were compared by island. The responses for each activity 

were compared for each group and analysed for statistical significance using the Mann-

Whitney U test (see Appendix 5, Table I). The NI group rated the risk higher for less than 

half the activities in the survey question and the difference in mean ranks between Island 

groups tested statistically significant for only one activity, which was Skiing, (z = -3.13, p = 

0.002). The difference in ranks was large; the NI BoT parents mean ranking was 239 while 

the SI BoT parents mean ranking was 198.The hypothesis that NI BoT parents have the 
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same perception of risk as SI BoT parents is not supported for the activity of skiing. The 

study data support the statement that NI BoT parents perceive the risk of skiing to be 

higher than SI BoT parents. 

The 341 NI responses and 124 SI responses were aggregated for the risk ratings and the 

means were found to be the same for each island (Mean = 3.47, SD = 0.66).  

From the interview data no themes emerged that suggested variability between the South 

and North Islands in terms of parents’ risk perception.  

Research Question 6: Does the occurrence of high profile accidents affect participation in 

outdoor recreation/education in schools? 

This question considers the potential risk perception amplifier of media reporting around 

incidents in the outdoors. Specifically, it explores whether outdoor incidents widely 

reported in the media, such as the Mangatepopo Gorge tragedy, result in reduced 

participation in outdoor education in New Zealand primary and intermediate schools.  

Hypothesis 8: Outdoor incidents in recent years such as the Mangatepopo tragedy resulted 

in reduced participation in outdoor education. 

This question was explored by analysing a series of open and closed questions in both 

EOTC teachers’ and BoT parents’ questionnaires, as well as analysing the data gathered 

from the provider interviews. The question was considered from a number of angles: 

The effect of an increase in perceived risk of harm on parental consent. 

The effect of an increase in perceived risk of harm on the amount of school outdoor 

programming. 

Recent changes in the school outdoor programming in terms of quantity and 

proportion conducted on the school’s grounds. 

Interview data from the providers are presented after the analysis of questionnaire data. 

The first questions considered here relate to the influence of the perceived risk of harm on 

parental consent. 

The effect of incidents on child participation 

Two questions were included in the BoT parent survey to help test Hypothesis 8 above. 

One question asked whether consent had ever been withheld for a child to participate in 

an outdoor education activity because of the risk of harm? And the other asked whether 

consent had ever been withheld specifically as a result of outdoor education incidents in 

recent years (such as the Mangatepopo canyoning tragedy) as reported in the media? 

The number of BoT parents who actually withheld consent was just five out of 468 

respondents or approximately one in 100 respondents (Table 13). This suggests the 
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number of BoT parents in the population who withhold consent for their children due to 

the perceived risk of harm is likely to be very low. Withheld consents as a result of media 

reported incidents were also of a very low order (0.7%). 

BoT parents were also asked to comment further on their response to whether they had 

withheld consent for their child due to risk of harm (if this answer was ‘Yes’). Five BoT 

parents explained their reasons for not allowing their children to take part in outdoor 

activities with varied reasons; “insufficient planning & evidence of risk identification”, 

undisclosed issues specific to the child’s disability, inability to attend the camp as a parent, 

“medical reasons” and, in two cases, the activities were considered too dangerous. 

 

Table 13: Frequency and Percentage Response to Consent Questions 

 

Consent withheld/risk of 

harm 

Consent withheld/recent 

incidents in media 

Count Percent Count Percent 

Yes 8 1.5 4 0.7 

No 460 86.1 456 85.4 

No response 66 12.4 74 13.9 

Total 534 100.0 534 100.0 

 

The effect of incidents on school programming 

One question in the EOTC teacher survey asked whether injuries in the school “associated 

with outdoor education and recreation resulted in less outdoor education and recreation 

through reduced programming?”. Three percent of the EOTC teacher respondents 

answered ‘Yes’ to this question; 90% answered ‘No’ and 4% said ‘Don’t know’ (Table 14). 

The following EOTC teacher survey question asked whether “outdoor education incidents in 

recent years (such as the Mangatepopo canyoning tragedy) have been responsible for 

reduced outdoor education/recreation programming in your school?”.  Eight percent of the 

EOTC teacher respondents said ‘Yes’ to this question; 85% said ‘No’ and 4% answered 

‘Don’t know’ (Table 14). 
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Table 14: Frequency of Response to Injuries/Incidents 

 
Outdoor injuries have 

reduced programme? 

Reported incidents in 

media have reduced 

programme? 

Count Percent Count Percent 

Yes 8 2.9 22 7.9 

No 251 90.0 236 84.6 

Don't know 11 3.9 12 4.3 

Total 270 96.8 270 96.8 

No response 9 3.2 9 3.2 

Total 279 100.0 279 100.0 

 

EOTC teachers were also asked to comment further on their answer about whether they 

felt incidents have been responsible for reduced outdoor education in their school (if their 

answer was ‘Yes’). While there were 22 affirmative responses, there were 33 further 

comments. The additional comments were from respondents that felt compelled to make 

comment, even though there was no reduction to programming at their school. Analysing 

these comments revealed other changes that had resulted. These included the elimination 

of extra-curricular outdoor recreation programming, increased caution within the school, 

increased paperwork associated with outdoor education, greater awareness of the risks, 

erring more on the side of caution, a lessening of teacher confidence to take camps, 

increased investment in staff training, and contracting their programmes to outside 

providers. 

Most comments from EOTC teachers who had experienced a reduction to their outdoor 

education programme indicated a general increase in awareness of the risks associated 

with outdoor education and greater caution being exercised.  Analysis of the responses 

revealed three key themes:  

1. Increased parental risk aversion (5 comments). 

2. Increased risk aversion from teachers (8 comments).  

3. Increased risk aversion from school management (7 comments). 

Most responses indicated a degree of increased risk aversion. These responses were 

directed at themselves (such as: “As a classroom teacher I’m not prepared to take that 

risk”), other teachers (for example: “Teachers are no longer prepared to put themselves in 

situations where accidents could happen”), parents (such as: “Community and parents’ 

reluctance to support activities they perceive having increased risks that their children will 

be faced with”), or toward the school management, (such as: “It is too much responsibility 

for the school to take on and too much paperwork”). Several comments mentioned an 
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increased level of scrutiny. One comment related specifically to river activities being 

discontinued in the school due to “uncontrollable variables”. Three comments related to 

an increased workload in outdoor education post-Mangatepopo being responsible for a 

reduction, such as:  

“Through these tragedies that have occurred, it has made parents and teachers 

afraid to take a risk and created more paperwork for teachers and principals of 

the school.”  

One respondent stated that paperwork had increased tenfold. Three comments alluded to 

the risk of liability for teachers; each of these expressed a concern that not all incidents can 

be managed out of programmes: 

 

“…that you personally will be made responsible for a possible tragedy when it is 

out of your hands.” 

 

“We are worried about not being able to cover all contingencies – even when 

we have reasonably skilled staff or have minimised the risk as much as 

possible.” 

 

“Teachers do not want to end up in court if all the risks have been accounted for 

[and an accident happens despite their risk management practices].” 

These results indicate that outdoor education programmes have been reduced more 

commonly as a result of reported incidents from elsewhere than as a consequence of 

actual injuries that have occurred through outdoor activities. Comments support the 

notion that a reduction of outdoor education programming has occurred in some schools 

as a result of incidents, and suggest a small decrease in the propensity for some parents, 

schools and boards to accept the risks associated with outdoor education. 

Changes in school programming 

Three questions in the EOTC teacher survey sought to explore teachers’ perceptions of 

outdoor recreation and education taking place in their school compared with five-years 

prior. The premise was that it had reduced in recent times and more was being conducted 

within the school grounds than in the past. 

Question 3 of the EOTC teacher survey asked what percentage of the outdoor education 

programme is delivered on the school’s grounds. The mean percentage was 32% and 

median 20%. A follow-up question asked participants to compare the current programme 

with what existed five years ago and consider if and how it had changed over that period. A 

5-point Likert scale ranging from ‘significantly reduced from what it was 5 years ago’ to 
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‘significantly increased from what it was 5 years ago’ was used to capture the EOTC 

teacher’s perception of change. The mean response was 3.2, SD = 0.85 (Table 15). 

 

 Table 15: Response to Change in Outdoor Activities over Prior Five Years 

 

Change in Outdoor 

Education Programme 

Change in Extra- Curricular 

Outdoor Recreation 

Count Percent Count Percent 

Significantly reduced 10 3.6 8 2.9 

Reduced 29 10.4 28 10.1 

The same size 135 48.4 158 57.2 

Increased 84 30.1 59 21.4 

Significantly increased 15 5.4 8 2.9 

Total 273 97.8 261 94.6 

No response 6 2.2 15 5.4 

Total 279 100.0 276 100.0 

Mean Likert response 3.2 3.1 

Std. Deviation 0.85 0.75 

 

The response categories were subsequently collapsed, combining ‘significantly reduced’ 

and ‘reduced’ into one category (‘less’) and combining ‘significantly increased’ and 

‘Increased’ into a category (‘greater’). While 14% ±4% of EOTC teachers reported a 

reduction, 36% ±6% reported an increase (Figure 2). Contrary to the premise that outdoor 

education has reduced in schools, results indicate it has increased in more than twice as 

many schools than it has decreased in, in the past five years. 
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Figure 2: Collapsed Response Categories - Change in Outdoor Activities (error bars: 95% CI) 

 

Participants were also asked to consider the school’s extracurricular outdoor recreation 

opportunities at the school and how these have changed compared with five years ago. 

The mean response was 3.1, SD = 0.75 (Table 15). Again the categories either side of the 

no-change category were collapsed. Thirteen percent ±4% of respondents said that 

outdoor recreational opportunities had reduced. Twenty-six percent ±6% responded that 

those opportunities had increased (Figure 2). Overall, opportunities are perceived to have 

increased and this overall increase is statistically significant as indicated by the error bars. 

Change in proportion of programme delivered on school grounds 

EOTC teachers were asked to indicate on a 5-point Likert scale from ‘much greater’ to 

‘much less’ how the proportion of outdoor activities conducted on school grounds had 

changed in recent years. The premise was a greater proportion of outdoor recreation and 

education was taking place within the school grounds and a lesser proportion was taking 

place off the school grounds. The mean response was 2.9, SD = 0.68 (Table 16). 
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Table 16: Response to Change in Proportion of Outdoor Activity on School Grounds 

 Frequency Percent 

 Much greater 7 2.5 

Greater 51 18.3 

The same 181 64.9 

Less 27 9.7 

Much less 5 1.8 

Total 271 97.1 

No response 8 2.9 

Total 279 100.0 

Mean Likert response 2.9 

Std. Deviation 0.68 

 

The categories on either side of the ‘the same’ category were combined (Figure 3). Twenty-

three percent ±6% indicated a greater proportion of outdoor activities are now taking 

place within their school grounds compared with five years ago, while 12% ±4% indicated a 

lesser proportion was taking place within their school grounds. It is important to note that 

the most common response was one indicating no change over the last five years. 

 

Figure 3: Collapsed Categories - Change in Proportion of Outdoor Activities on School 
Grounds 
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Provider interviews suggested there were multiple reasons for this, such as camps based at 

school every second year to address economic and staffing/volunteer issues rather than 

address risk management concerns. 

With regard to outdoor education and recreation opportunities, the data support an EOTC 

teacher perception of an overall increase in the amount delivered in schools in 2009 

compared with 2004. With regard to the proportion of these events delivered on the 

school grounds, the EOTC teacher perception is that there is minimal change in the 

proportion delivered on school grounds in 2009 compared with 2004. 

Provider interview data analysis 

Interview questions explored how recent incidents in outdoor recreation and education 

reported in the media had affected schools’ and parents’ perception of the riskiness of 

outdoor activities and the effect of this change if any, on participation. All Providers (11) 

had observed effects such as greater scrutiny of safety practices and increased concern 

about the risks in outdoor education. Participants with a long history in the sector were 

able to associate effects of historic New Zealand outdoor education incidents on parents 

and on schools. The following incidents, heavily reported in the media, were mentioned 

and implicated in the observed effects: the 1995 Cave Creek tragedy in which 13 people 

were killed (Isaac, 1997), Kauaeranga Valley double drowning in 2000 (Mager, 2000), the 

2001 Clarence River canoeing double fatality (Maritime New Zealand, 2001), the 2007 

Mangatepopo Gorge tragedy (Devonport, 2010), the 2009 Manawatu bridge swinging 

fatality (McDonald, 2010), and a Waipu Cave near-miss incident in 2007 (Campbell, 2007). 

In each of these cases, participants observed an effect on the willingness of either the 

schools or parents to send children to camp.  

Cases were cited of schools cancelling outdoor education camps, requesting more 

paperwork to alleviate concerns, asking more questions and generally applying more 

scrutiny to the activity provider. Schools sometimes cited parental concern as the reason 

why it was withdrawing its students from activities. One interviewee reflected on the 

immediate effect of the Mangatepopo Gorge incident on her programme: 

"We first had a whole lot of schools cancel, pretty much immediately, and 

that was what they gave as their reason, that their parents were now too 

afraid to send their students on school camps, so they were withdrawing their 

students."  

Concern around water activities following drowning incidents was strongly supported by 

provider observation. The following comment typifies those that remarked on attitudes to 

water activities:  
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"I definitely noticed that parents, after that, and schools were definitely 

really, really nervous around water activities…” 

Incidents of national media interest appeared to affect all providers, while incidents of 

local media interest appeared to have a more localised effect. Increasing requirements for 

documentation of risk planning or paperwork following outdoor education incidents was a 

consistent theme. Most providers considered that fatal incidents, even though their 

organisation had no involvement in them, served to raise the standard of safety in their 

organisation and in some cases increased their own level of care.   

Reported responses were varied. The South Island providers interviewed reported a less 

marked reaction. It appears that although nervousness was elevated this did not translate 

to actual withdrawal from participation.  

One provider interviewee reflected on a near-miss incident, which involved no injuries or 

fatalities but which was widely reported in the media, and reported a ‘massive’ parental 

response and long repercussions for the centre. 

"For the following year it took a lot of work for the school to be able to build the 

trust back for their parents." 

The activity was dropped from the programme, a dictate from the Board of Trustees, and 

more paperwork was required around the use of external contractors. 

Provider statements clearly indicated that incidents affected parents’ and teachers’ 

perception of risk, which ultimately affected participation. Also apparent was that in these 

reported cases the effects were minor and transitory. What appeared to have had a 

greater and more enduring effect was the more subtle influence on programming of 

increased demands for paperwork and provider concerns of liability. The following were 

typical of statements made: “The majority of schools require RAMS [Risk Analysis and 

Management System] and paperwork now- two months prior or so…", and “… *paperwork+ 

adds a couple of hours on for us each week too". 

Overall, results from the qualitative and quantitative parent, teacher and provider data 

indicate that Hypothesis 8 is supported by the evidence – there is an increased concern 

regarding the risks of outdoor activities following well-publicised outdoor education 

incidents and a corresponding reduction in participation in some cases. However, this 

concern does not translate into long term changes in participation in outdoor education 

activities. 
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Discussion of Results 

 

Research Question 1: Do BoT parents’ and EOTC teachers’ perceptions of risk differ? 

 

The first question explored BoT parents’ and EOTC teachers’ risk perception and 

hypothesised that BoT parents perceive risks to be greater than EOTC teachers. Results 

showed that EOTC teachers rated risks higher than BoT parents for every one of the 14 

activities presented and this difference between the groups was highly significant 

statistically. When the risk ratings responses were combined for all participants in each 

group and averaged between groups the difference was also significant. This finding is 

interesting in that popular media have tended to report that parents are becoming more 

risk averse and over-protective of their children (for example, see “The Cottonwool Kids”, 

Wong, 2005). Data from this study contradict such a contention and provide evidence that 

parents (on school BoT) of pre-teenage children have realistic, as opposed to elevated, 

perceptions of risk associated with outdoor education activities. Furthermore, BoT parents’ 

perception of risk is lower than that of EOTC schoolteachers. It is possible that EOTC 

teachers feel a greater duty of care and responsibility when supervising their students’ 

outdoor education activities and this is reflected in their higher levels of risk perception. 

The actual risk of harm associated with outdoor education activities at schools is relatively 

low. For example, results of the National Incident Database Report (Cessford, 2010) show 

that while schools compose 35% of the organisations in the database they report only 20% 

of the incidents.  

 

There were, however, notable differences between views on risks associated with outdoor 

education/recreation activities when compared with more formalised and well-known 

sporting activities. This result is to be expected. A range of other research has shown that 

familiarity tends to induce lower levels of risk perception (e.g. Helms, 1984; Powell, 2007; 

Slovic, Kunreuther, & White, 2000). This study also shows a similar trend. 

 

Research Question 2: Do BoT parents have a higher acceptance of risk than EOTC 

teachers? 

 

Question 2 sought to determine whether any differences in risk perception translated to a 

difference in which outdoor activities were deemed acceptable in primary and 

intermediate schools. Data analysis revealed a significant difference between groups for 

the activities that were rated by both groups as being most risky. These activities were: 

Trips to remote places, Canoeing/kayaking on a river, Rock climbing or abseiling on a 

natural cliff-face, Cooking with an open fire, and Skiing. In each case a greater number of 

EOTC teachers than BoT parents regarded these activities as unacceptable. 
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It is worth noting that, with the exception of canoeing and kayaking on a river, the great 

majority of both BoT parents and EOTC teachers considered all the activities to be 

acceptable in terms of risk. These perceptions are accurate, because the incidence of 

serious harm is actually very low in outdoor activities conducted under supervision 

(Cessford, 2010; Davidson, 2006). The data support the contention that there is a high level 

of parent trust in the management of outdoor programmes involving their children. 

Furthermore, the message for outdoor education professionals is that BoT parents do not 

have an elevated perception of the risks involved in outdoor activities and they have a high 

degree of acceptance of their children’s participation in such activities.  

 

Research Question 3: Does residing in an urban or rural area affect perception of risk? 

Research Question 4: Do socio-economic characteristics affect risk perception? 

Research Question 5: Does residence in the North or South Island of New Zealand affect 

the perception of risk? 

Research Questions 3, 4 and 5 selected a range of geographical and socio-economic 

characteristics that the literature or anecdote suggested might be predictive of risk 

perception. These were location of the school (rural or urban setting), school decile rating, 

and between island (North or South) effects.  

 

The first hypothesis related to these questions postulated that city BoT parents have a 

higher perception of risk than country BoT parents. Results showed a significant difference 

for four activities: Day hike, Residential camp, Overnight tenting and Canoeing/kayaking in 

sheltered waters were rated higher in terms of risk by the City group. This result is 

expected because the familiarity of rural parents and their children with the outdoors is 

higher than that of urban dwellers. As a consequence, country parents have lower levels of 

concern about risks associated with outdoor activities. 

 

With regard to a comparison between city and country EOTC teachers a similar finding 

resulted, namely that risks were rated higher by city EOTC teachers for activities: 

Residential camping, overnight trips, Canoeing/kayaking in a pool, and Cooking with an 

open fire. However, aggregated responses did not show a significant difference between 

the groups, thus the findings are not as conclusive as for the comparison between city and 

country BoT parents’ perceptions of risk.  

 

The hypothesis developed for Research Question 4 proposed that EOTC schoolteachers at 

low-decile schools have a lower perception of risk than EOTC teachers at high-decile 

schools. Comparing deciles 1-3 with deciles 8-10 demonstrated no significant difference 
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between these groups. Acceptability to the school of outdoor education/recreation 

activities was also explored for these decile groupings and again there was no significant 

difference shown either for the individual activities or for aggregated responses between 

these groups. This hypothesis was not supported by either the survey data or the interview 

data. 

 

Haddock (2007) showed that half the number of outdoor pursuits are conducted in decile 1 

and 2 schools compared with other schools. The scope of her study did not show reasons 

for this difference. While differences in programme content and quantity exist between 

lower and higher decile schools (Haddock, 2007; Haddock, Thevenard, Reddish, & Phillips, 

2009), they are more likely due to socio-economic factors rather than risk perception or 

aversion to risk. 

 

Analysis of data from the surveys showed no differences in levels of perceived risk 

between EOTC teachers in the South Island and EOTC teachers in the North Island. For BoT 

parents, the only difference in the rating of risk was for skiing. North Island BoT parents 

rated the risk higher than their South Island counterparts did. Because participation in 

snow sports is considerably greater in the South Island compared with the North Island 

(Milne, Clark, & Buch, 2007) this likely accounts for the differing perceptions. 

Research Question 6: Does the occurrence of high profile accidents affect participation in 

outdoor recreation/education in schools? 

 

The literature suggests that the effect of an outdoor education or adventure tourism 

tragedy increases the profile, concern and perception of risks associated with outdoor 

education. It was hypothesised that this results in an aversion to conducting outdoor 

education activities by schools. 

 

The media report disproportionately on some death events, while others receive light 

coverage (Fischhoff, Slovic, Lichtenstein, Read, & Combs, 1978). This trend is also evident 

in the reporting of outdoor recreation related fatalities and injuries. While outdoor 

recreation professionals use specifically designed risk assessment tools to assess hazards, 

the wider public typically use a more intuitive risk judgement process and “for these 

people experience with hazards typically comes from the news media” (Slovic, 1987, p. 

280). The escalation in fear of liability documented in Haddock and Sword (2004) in the 

wake of the Le Race 2000 incident resulted in the Auckland Primary Principals’ Association 

(APPA) threatening to cease all EOTC in members’ schools unless the Ministry of Education 

indemnified principals from liability. The impact of such events is to increase the ‘risk 

noise’ in the education sector according to Kasperson et al (2003) and hence increase the 

perceived risk. 
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The hypothesis tested in this study was that ‘outdoor incidents in recent years, such as the 

Mangatepopo tragedy, resulted in reduced participation in outdoor education’. This 

hypothesis was tested in three contexts:  

1. The effect of an increase in perceived risk of harm on parental consent. 

2. The effect of an increase in perceived risk of harm on the amount of school 

outdoor programming. 

3. Recent changes in the school outdoor programming in terms of quantity and 

proportion conducted on the school’s grounds. 

 

While there was a very small minority of responses that claimed consent had been 

withheld for a child to take part in outdoor education as a result of widely reported 

incidents in the media or as a result of incidents at the school itself, the vast majority of 

BoT parent responses indicated it did not result in withheld consent. So while the ‘risk 

noise’ associated with outdoor education and adventure tourism tragedies has risen 

sharply as a result of widely reported events, such as the Mangatepopo tragedy in 2008, 

the effect on outdoor education participation from children of BoT parents appears to be 

minimal.  

 

This result is important for outdoor education. It suggests media articles on parental over 

protection (e.g. Kenworthy, 2010; Wong, 2005) are highlighting isolated, dramatic 

incidents and the ‘obdurate culture of fear’ among parents may be much less pervasive 

than speculated, at least as represented by parents who serve of schools’ Boards of 

Trustees. If there is an escalation in fear amongst these parents (even if the media is 

correct that today’s parents ‘wrap their children in cotton wool’), the data suggest they do 

not prevent them from engaging in outdoor education/recreation activities by withholding 

their consent. 

 

The results support the contention that parents are able to filter critical incident reporting 

in the media and view outdoor activities for their children through a very rational lens. This 

contrasts with the popular media reporting of increasing parental risk aversion and the 

growth of a ‘risk-averse society’. It is also worthwhile noting that many responses to the 

question which asked “If you value outdoor education/recreation experiences, what do you 

consider to be the key benefit for your child?” were effusive in praising outdoor education 

as a valued school subject. The vast majority of BoT parents, it appears, are not prone to 

knee-jerk responses with regard to outdoor education incidents and related media 

highlighting of the dangers inherent in outdoor activities, but instead appear to have a 

measured response to outdoor incidents.  

 

These findings need to be considered in the context of the higher levels of perceived risk 

and concern about risk reported by teachers and schools. School management (Boards of 

Trustees, principals, and EOTC coordinators) base their perception of the risk not only on 
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the actual risk of harm to students but also on the risk of associated liability. Haddock and 

Sword’s (2004) study into liability concerns in EOTC indicated these were significant issues 

for EOTC teachers and principals.  Schools are organisations answerable to parents, 

teachers, government and society. They are more vulnerable to societal pressure around 

risk and safety than an individual, and it is understandable, therefore, that in some cases 

this has translated to a greater aversion to the risks associated with some activities and 

amendments have been made to programming as a consequence. Thus, the samples 

represented in this study, specifically EOTC teachers and BoT parents, could, as a 

consequence of their responsibilities, be more risk averse than the wider population of 

teachers and parents respectively. Despite this, they appear to have a grounded and 

realistic view of the risks associated with outdoor education and balance them with the 

perceived benefits of children’s participation in such activities. 

 

The data provided by this study relating to programme change over the last five years as 

perceived by EOTC teachers provide indicators of interest. Fourteen percent of 

respondents stated that outdoor education programming had been reduced or significantly 

reduced compared to five years ago. However, 36% of respondents stated there had been 

an increase or significant increase in programming. In recessional times and in the wake of 

the biggest outdoor education tragedy in New Zealand schooling history, this is a healthy 

trend for outdoor education.  

 

Settings for Outdoor Education Activities 

 

With regard to where outdoor activities occur, the majority of EOTC teachers perceived no 

difference in the proportion that took place on the school grounds, compared with five 

years ago. There was a minor net shift toward a greater proportion of activities occurring 

within schools’ ground.  

 

Zinc & Boyes (2006) in their study on the nature and scope of outdoor education in New 

Zealand found “…respondents said they most frequently took outdoor learning 

experiences of less than two hours duration, which suggests a lot of outdoor learning 

experiences occurred at school” (p. 16). The study found the mean percentage of outdoor 

education conducted on school grounds was 30%. The collective EOTC teacher perception 

suggests that this is slightly more than five years ago. The reasons for this are 

undetermined. 

 

Risk and water-based activities 

 

Quite clearly articulated in the provider interview data was a view that risk aversion had 

resulted in less demand for particular activities, particularly those involving water. In one 

case the centre itself responded to an incident in a cave by disallowing any future student 
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interaction with any cave environment. These incidents imply, in some schools and centres 

at least, a changing of programme content away from using environments with high 

perceived risks. Awareness of the risks around water, water confidence, and water-sport 

capability are potential outcomes of outdoor education programmes.  

 

Schools also affect the quality of outdoor education experiences by what they include and 

where they conduct such activities. Of particular interest was the shift away from water-

based activities and other higher risk environments, which appears to be linked to risk 

aversion. Data suggest media-reported incidents have a small to medium effect in the 

short term reducing both demand from schools for outdoor centre instruction and size of 

outdoor education programmes in schools The data suggest these effects are reduced in 

the medium term. Longer-term effects are changes to the content of programmes, 

acceptability of activities, and aversion to particular environments. Risk aversion toward 

water-based activities and caving were examples cited. Data indicate that, overall, outdoor 

education in schools is growing. The proportion of these programmes being conducted on 

the school grounds has not changed markedly in recent years but the net change indicates 

that slightly more is being conducted on school grounds. 

 

Water is a factor in many outdoor education fatalities. Drowning is the cause of death in 

more than half of the outdoor education fatalities in Australia (Brookes, 2003) and in New 

Zealand (Water Safety New Zealand, 2009). The data show that risk perception around 

water is elevated in a rational and realistic way. Paddle-sports in a pool were perceived as 

less risky than those on sheltered waters, which were perceived as less risky than those on 

moving water. This risk was rated the highest and was regarded as unacceptably risky for 

outdoor education by approximately half of the participants (both BoT parents and EOTC 

teachers). Provider interviewees supported this, with three out of 11 reporting heightened 

anxiety by parents and schools around water activities. Their comments reveal an elevation 

in the perception of risk around water activities to the point where some schools have 

eliminated water activities from their programmes.  

 

Outdoor education presents schools with authentic opportunities to develop risk 

awareness around water with students. New Zealand is blessed with a plethora of rivers 

and a massive coastline for its population size. The long-term benefits of water awareness 

and respect developed at a young age are high to a society such as New Zealand’s that lives 

close to water. It would be unfortunate if EOTC teachers’ fears about potential incidents 

prevented education that might reduce such incidents. Zinc & Boyes (2006) found teachers 

‘agreed’ outdoor education practice had become preoccupied with safety, and paperwork 

and risk involved in practice were relevant barriers to outdoor education programmes. This 

study provides an empirical measure of the effect of these issues on participation. 
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Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

The primary objective of this exploratory study was to explore the effect of risk perception 

on physical activity in outdoor education and recreation. This study’s focus was specific to 

pre-teen education in New Zealand. A secondary aim of the study was to examine how risk 

perception varied across and within teacher and parent groups. 

  

The study used mixed methods to draw data from three groups with greatest influence 

over participation in outdoor education and recreation activities, and how and where such 

activities are conducted. Online questionnaires gathered data from EOTC coordinators and 

BoT parents. Qualitative data were derived from semi-structured interviews with key 

informants in outdoor education provider organisations.  

 

Key Findings 

 

Quantitative analysis revealed a difference in the perception of the risk of serious harm in 

outdoor activities between the EOTC teacher and BoT parent groups. EOTC teachers 

consistently and significantly rated the risk higher than BoT parents did. For the higher risk 

activities, this translated to a difference in the acceptability of the activities, with BoT 

parents being more likely to deem these activities as acceptable for their child. Both these 

findings were contrary to what was expected after reviewing the literature. The results 

strongly suggest that the majority of BoT parents do not have an elevated perception of 

the risks involved in outdoor activities.  BoT parents also recognise the benefits in outdoor 

education for their child and have a healthy degree of acceptance of activities that have 

risk inherent in them.  

 

Incidents widely reported in the media were found to have limited short- and long-term 

effects on participation.  Though the data suggest parental anxiety increased after such 

incidents, the data also showed very few BoT parents respond by preventing their children 

from participating. Schools are more likely to reduce programmes and the data showed a 

small proportion of schools have responded to incidents in this way. For the schools at 

least, the results support the hypothesis that media reporting does impact on 

participation; in the short-term reducing quantity and in the long-term affecting content. 

There is a small trend toward conducting more activities within the school grounds, 

supporting the findings of previous studies. However, there has been an overall trend of 

increased involvement in outdoor education programmes in New Zealand primary and 

intermediate schools over the past five years. It is important to note that while this study 

shows an overall increase it also reveals that some schools have an aversion toward 

particular environments, particularly those involving bodies of water, and this has resulted 

in changing the composition of some programmes.    

 



 

38 

 

Implications 

 

The results of this study challenge the notion of the paranoid parent in New Zealand. BoT 

parents are more accepting of outdoor activities than might be presumed and do not have 

perceptions of risk that appear elevated. Thus, if schools are making decisions to modify 

programmes on the basis of parental risk aversion, perhaps this reasoning should be re-

evaluated if it is based on conjecture, the comments of one or two parents, or otherwise 

not well founded. 

 

Education professionals will be reassured that BoT parents appear to respond to publicised 

tragedy in the outdoors with a good deal of common sense. There is no doubt that there 

are isolated cases of BoT parents and, sometimes, whole schools cancelling outdoor 

education trips for children. These are seized on by the media as documented proof of 

“wrapping children in cotton wool”, “paranoid parenting”, and other phenomena implying 

parents or teachers are risk averse to an unhealthy degree. This study provides empirical 

data showing that the BoT parents and EOTC teachers do not tend to respond in this way. 

 

BoT parents of pre-teen children in New Zealand have a healthy respect for the outdoors 

and are highly supportive of its inclusion as an integral part of their children’s school 

curriculum. They have an awareness of the risks, but accept that risk is an inherent part of 

outdoor recreation. While they do expect a duty of care from teachers, schools and 

outdoor education providers, they do not perceive outdoor education programmes as 

unacceptably risky. They are, however, more cautious about water-based activities. 

 

EOTC teachers, on the other hand, have higher levels of perceived risk. This is likely related 

to their professional roles and the fact that they have direct or indirect responsibility for 

the safety of the children in their school when they are undertaking outdoor education 

activities. It is important, however, that EOTC teachers do not over-react to a vocal 

minority of parents who are strongly risk averse or to a dramatic and unusual accident or 

fatality reported in the media.  

 

Limitations 

 

This research reports results from data where lower socio-economic groups (including the 

high percentage of some ethnic peoples represented in these groups) were under 

represented in the sample. In addition, the online questionnaires did not ask a specific 

question regarding the influence of cost on participation in outdoor education activities. 

However, the interviews with outdoor education providers indicated that this influence is 

an important one with regard to participation in outdoor education specifically and 

outdoor recreation more generally. While not specifically a risk related influence, this issue 

is worthy of further investigation.  



 

39 

 

 

More generally, further research which specifically targets those groups under-represented 

in this study will be valuable in assessing whether the conclusions reached also apply to 

lower socio-economic groups and ethnic minorities.  

 

It is important to recognize that this study had relatively low response rates for both EOTC 

teachers and for BoT parents. While comparable to other national surveys in outdoor 

education, the low response rates mean that circumspection about drawing definitive 

conclusions from data is needed. In particular, those who responded and participated in 

the study are EOTC teachers and Board of Trustee parents likely to have strong opinions 

regarding risk and outdoor education. Those with less strongly held opinions are less likely 

to have responded. 

 

In addition, it is important to emphasize that this study only surveyed parents represented 

in schools’ Boards of Trustees.  This group is unlikely to be representative of all parents of 

primary and intermediate school children in New Zealand. Thus, the findings of this study 

should be interpreted with caution and not construed as representing the views of all 

parents. 

 

This study is, therefore, exploratory in intent and while it identifies important trends and 

issues, these findings must be interpreted in the context of the populations sampled, the 

sample response rates, the representativeness of the samples and the research methods 

used. 

 

Recommendations for Further Research 

 

1. That further research which focuses on the influence of perceived risk on the 

participation of children in outdoor education for lower socio-economic groups and 

ethnic minorities be undertaken. 

 

2. That the potential influence of financial cost and socio-economic factors be 

explored with regard to participation in outdoor education and outdoor recreation 

for school children. 

 

3. That the findings of this study be explored in a broader study which focuses on all 

parents of school children in New Zealand (as opposed to only those represented 

on schools’ Boards of Trustees). 

 

4. That the media representation of accidents and fatalities associated with outdoor 

recreation and outdoor education be critically analysed. That this analysis be used 
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as a basis for an assessment of its influence on participation in outdoor education 

programmes and outdoor recreation more generally. 

 

5. That an in-depth case study approach to explore the influence of perceived and real 

risk and risk management be applied to future specific accidents, fatalities and 

‘near-miss’ events in the outdoor education field.  
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Appendix 2:  Parent survey instrument 
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Appendix 3:  Sample characteristics of participating schools and parents 

 

 Table A: Decile rating of target schools. 

 

 

Decile Rating Full Primary Contributing Intermediate 

1 109 86 11 

2 101 84 15 

3 108 72 11 

4 100 82 17 

5 112 69 18 

6 102 75 18 

7 112 71 7 

8 118 78 10 

9 122 76 10 

10 115 102 6 

Not Assigned 3     

Not Applicable           7     

Total  1,109 795 123 

(Ministry of Education, 2010) 

 

 

Table B: Target schools by region.  

 

 

Region Full Primary Contributing Intermediate 

Northern 222 259 48 

Central North 315 177 26 

Central South 263 149 25 

Southern 309 210 24 

Total 1,109 795 123 

(Ministry of Education, 2010) 
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Figure A: Distribution of School Locality of Samples 

 
Figure B:  Distribution of Ages for Child of the Parent 
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Figure C:  Representativeness of Parent Sample  – by Ethnicity 

 
 

Figure D:  Representativeness of Samples - by Decile Rating 
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Figure E:  Representativeness of Samples – by School Authority 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure F:  Representativeness of Samples- by School Type 
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Figure G:  Distribution Comparison of Samples School by Size 

 

 

  
 

Figure H:  Representativeness of Samples – North and South Island 
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Appendix 4:  Indicative interview guide - outdoor recreation providers 

 
How does perceived risk influence decision-making for participation in outdoor 

recreation activities in New Zealand Primary and Intermediate schools. 

 
1. How important are safety concerns for parents/schools when deciding whether to 

send a child to your centre/programme?  
 

2. Do you get many questions and enquiries around supervision, risks, staff quality, 
etc.? 
 

3. Do they ask questions relating to the risk associated with programmes or activities?  

4. Are any fears expressed by parents and schools?  

5. Do you think that, in general, schools have a correct perception of the risk in the 
outdoor recreation activities that you offer?  

6. Do you think that, in general, parents have a correct perception of the risk in the 
outdoor recreation activities that you offer?  

7. There have been some high profile outdoor recreation and education fatalities in 
recent years. Have you observed any increase in parental concern as a result? 
School concern?  

8. What advice is given to parents of schools who express concern about the risk to 
their children?  

9. How else is information shared about the real risk associated with programmes and 
activities? 

10. How much residual risk (real risk) is there for participants taking part in your 
programmes? 

11. Are the positive aspects of risk articulated to parents and schools in any way? 

12. Do you think that, in general, children have a correct perception of the risk in the 
outdoor recreation activities that you offer?  

13. Has this changed over time in your perception. That is, are children generally better 
or worse at assessing the real risk involved in an activity? 

14. What health and safety compliance paperwork is requested from schools/parents 
before fieldtrips take place?  

15. Do you have any suggestions for ensuring parents and schools have a realistic 
perception of the real risk in your programmes/activities and understanding the 
“potential for gain” from that “potential for loss”? 

16. Has your centre had any bad accidents?  

17. What effect did these have on perception of risk, or parental concern? 
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18. Did the Mangatepopo tragedy have any influence that you noticed on parental 
perception of the riskiness of Outdoor Education? 

19. Are there any other comments you wish to make in regards to this research? 
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Appendix 5:  Statistical analysis – additional tables and figures  

Table A: Mann-Whitney U Test: Parent and Teacher Risk Rating of Outdoor Activities 

 Group n Mean 

Rank 

Z Asym. Sig.   (2 

Tailed) 

Day hike Parent 460 305 -9.3 0.000 

Teacher 260 446 

Residential school camp Parent 458 284 -12.6 0.000 

Teacher 260 475 

Trips to remote places (2+ 

hours walk to vehicle access) 

Parent 467 294 -11.8 0.000 

Teacher 264 477 

Overnight tenting on a trip Parent 468 288 -13.0 0.000 

Teacher 264 489 

Canoeing/kayaking in a pool Parent 466 313 -8.4 0.000 

Teacher 261 440 

Canoeing/kayaking in sheltered 

waters 

Parent 464 302 -10.2 0.000 

Teacher 264 458 

Canoeing/kayaking on a river Parent 466 310 -8.7 0.000 

Teacher 258 442 

Science field trip to the bush or 

natural water feature 

Parent 467 312 -9.0 0.000 

Teacher 258 450 

Artificial wall climbing or 

abseiling 

Parent 463 313 -8.0 0.000 

Teacher 262 436 

Rock climbing or abseiling on a 

natural cliff-face  

Parent 454 307 -8.7 0.000 

Teacher 269 444 

Cooking with an open fire Parent 463 311 -8.2 0.000 

Teacher 262 439 

Activity involving cookers Parent 464 309 -8.8 0.000 

Teacher 262 443 

Skiing 

 

Parent 461 301 -9.8 0.000 

Teacher 255 448 

Ropes course activities 

 

Parent 461 310 -8.7 0.000 

Teacher 262 440 

Rugby 

 

Parent 462 335 -4.7 0.000 

Teacher 269 405 

Netball Parent 462 327 -6.0 0.000 

Teacher 268 418 
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Table B: Contingency Table for ‘Acceptable’/ ‘Unacceptable’ - Parent vs. Teacher 

 

 

Acceptable to Parent  Acceptable to Teacher  2 Asym. 

Sig.   (2 

Tailed) 
Yes No Unsure Yes No Unsure 

Day hike 456 4 5 267 1 1 1.653 0.438 

Residential school camp 457 7 4 263 3 2 0.206 0.902 

Trips to remote places 

(2+ hours walk to 

vehicle access) 

365 55 42 183 60 26 14.481 0.001 

Overnight tenting on a 

trip 
426 25 12 238 21 11 3.012 0.222 

Canoeing/kayaking in a 

pool 
447 8 7 254 8 3 1.462 0.481 

Canoeing/kayaking in 

sheltered waters 
406 32 22 247 13 9 2.305 0.316 

Canoeing/kayaking on a 

river 
201 170 78 108 126 33 6.961 0.031 

Science field trip to the 

bush or natural water 

feature 

457 5 4 264 2 1 0.780 0.677 

Artificial wall climbing 

or abseiling 
453 8 5 262 4 2 0.248 0.883 

Rock climbing or 

abseiling on a natural 

cliff-face 

319 83 59 173 71 25 8.083 0.018 

Cooking with an open 

fire 
423 26 15 639 57 36 17.251 0.000 

Activity involving 

cookers 
434 17 12 250 9 10 0.780 0.677 

Skiing 411 30 22 195 36 35 29.412 0.000 

Ropes course activities 

 
447 7 9 258 4 7 0.345 0.841 
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Table C: Mann-Whitney U Test: City / Country Parent Risk Rating of Outdoor Activities 

 Parent 

Group 

n Mean 

Rank 

z Asym. Sig.   (2 

Tailed) 

Day hike City 229 240 -2.143 0.032 

Country 225 215 

Residential school camp City 230 249 -3.899 0.000 

Country 223 204 

Trips to remote places (2+ 

hours walk to vehicle access) 

City 231 237 -1.096 0.273 

Country 230 224 

Overnight tenting on a trip City 232 252 -3.572 0.000 

Country 230 211 

Canoeing/kayaking in a pool City 232 239 -1.553 0.120 

Country 227 221 

Canoeing/kayaking in sheltered 

waters 

City 231 245 -2.713 0.007 

Country 227 213 

Canoeing/kayaking on a river City 232 242 -1.882 0.060 

Country 228 219 

Science field trip to the bush or 

natural water feature 

City 232 237 -1.074 0.283 

Country 229 225 

Artificial wall climbing or 

abseiling 

City 229 228 -0.112 0.911 

Country 228 230 

Rock climbing or abseiling on a 

natural cliff-face  

City 230 239 -1.693 0.090 

Country 228 219 

Cooking with an open fire City 231 231 -0.285 0.775 

Country 226 227 

Activity involving cookers City 230 237 -1.309 0.191 

Country 228 221 

Skiing 

 

City 228 232 -0.743 0.458 

Country 227 234 

Ropes course activities 

 

City 228 227 -0.215 0.830 

Country 227 229 

Rugby 

 

City 230 232 -0.544 0.586 

Country 226 225 

Netball City 230 229 -0.014 0.989 

Country 226 228 
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Table D: Mann-Whitney U Test: City/Country Teacher Risk Rating of Outdoor Activities 

 Teacher 

Group 

n Mean 

Rank 

z Asym. Sig.   

(2 Tailed) 

Day hike City 136 134 -1.18 0.20 

Country 121 123 

Residential school camp City 136 139 -2.78 0.005 

Country 122 121 

Trips to remote places (2+ 

hours walk to vehicle access) 

City 136 137 -1.88 0.06 

Country 122 121 

Overnight tenting on a trip City 137 142 -3.08 0.002 

Country 121 115 

Canoeing/kayaking in a pool City 137 137 -2.17 0.03 

Country 118 118 

Canoeing/kayaking in sheltered 

waters 

City 139 135 -1.44 0.15 

Country 119 123 

Canoeing/kayaking on a river City 136 133 -1.46 0.14 

Country 117 120 

Science field trip to the bush or 

natural water feature 

City 142 135 -0.85 0.40 

Country 120 127 

Artificial wall climbing or 

abseiling 

City 140 129 -0.23 0.82 

Country 116 127 

Rock climbing or abseiling on a 

natural cliff-face  

City 137 133 -1.40 0.16 

Country 116 120 

Cooking with an open fire City 137 138 -2.33 0.02 

Country 119 118 

Activity involving cookers City 136 133 -1.02 0.31 

Country 120 124 

Skiing 

 

City 131 127 -0.55 0.59 

Country 118 123 

Ropes course activities 

 

City 138 129 -0.06 0.96 

Country 118 128 

Rugby 

 

City 141 134 -0.56 0.58 

Country 122 129 

Netball City 140 138 -1.46 0.15 

Country 122 125 
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Table E: Mann-Whitney U Test: Low/High Decile Teacher Risk Rating of Outdoor Activities 

 Teacher 

Group 

n Mean 

Rank 

z Asym. Sig.   (2 

Tailed) 

Day hike Low 49 84 -0.693 0.488 

 High 127 90 

Residential school camp Low 47 83 -0.493 0.622 

High 124 87 

Trips to remote places (2+ 

hours walk to vehicle access) 

Low 50 90 -0.568 0.862 

High 127 89 

Overnight tenting on a trip Low 49 93 -0.813 0.416 

High 127 87 

Canoeing/kayaking in a pool Low 49 89 -0.322 0.748 

 High 125 87 

Canoeing/kayaking in sheltered 

waters 

Low 48 93 -0.732 0.464 

High 128 87 

Canoeing/kayaking on a river Low 46 84 -0.504 0.614 

High 126 88 

Science field trip to the bush or 

natural water feature 

Low 49 92 -0.530 0.596 

High 128 88 

Artificial wall climbing or 

abseiling 

Low 48 85 -0.488 0.625 

High 127 89 

Rock climbing or abseiling on a 

natural cliff-face  

Low 47 92 -0.850 0.395 

High 126 85 

Cooking with an open fire Low 50 90 -0.301 0.763 

High 125 87 

Activity involving cookers Low 50 92 -0.826 0.409 

High 124 86 

Skiing 

 

Low 47 85 -0.070 0.945 

High 122 85 

Ropes course activities 

 

Low 48 82 -0.959 0.338 

High 127 90 

Rugby 

 

Low 50 85 -0.792 0.428 

High 128 91 

Netball Low 50 86 -0.491 0.623 

High 127 90 
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Table F: Mean ranks: Low/ High Decile Teacher Aggregated ‘Acceptable’ Responses 

 Low and High Decile n Mean Rank 

Overall 

 

Low 49 78 

High 129 93 

Total 178  

 

Table G: Mann-Whitney U Test: Low/High Decile Teacher Aggregated ‘Acceptable’ Responses 

 Overall 

Mann-Whitney U 2621 

z -1.785 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) 0.074 

a. Grouping Variable: Low and High Decile 
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Table H: Mann-Whitney U Test: North Is/South Is Parent Risk Rating of Outdoor Activities 

 

 Parent 

Group 

n Mean 

Rank 

z Asym. Sig.   (2 

Tailed) 

Day hike North Is 331 127 -0.055 0.956 

South Is 122 128 

Residential school camp North Is 133 128 -0.352 0.725 

South Is 121 123 

Trips to remote places (2+ 

hours walk to vehicle access) 

North Is 337 231 -0.075 0.940 

South Is 124 232 

Overnight tenting on a trip North Is 338 233 -0.321 0.749 

South Is 124 228 

Canoeing/kayaking in a pool North Is 336 227 -0.800 0.423 

South Is 123 238 

Canoeing/kayaking in sheltered 

waters 

North Is 336 225 -1.401 0.161 

South Is 122 243 

Canoeing/kayaking on a river North Is 336 225 -1.427 0.154 

South Is 124 244 

Science field trip to the bush or 

natural water feature 

North Is 337 236 -1.407 0.159 

South Is 124 217 

Artificial wall climbing or 

abseiling 

North Is 334 228 -0.002 0.998 

South Is 122 229 

Rock climbing or abseiling on a 

natural cliff-face  

North Is 335 229 -0.153 0.878 

South Is 123 231 

Cooking with an open fire North Is 335 232 -0.737 0.461 

South Is 122 122 

Activity involving cookers North Is 335 232 -0.673 0.501 

South Is 123 223 

Skiing 

 

North Is 334 239 -3.132 0.002 

South Is 121 198 

Ropes course activities 

 

North Is 333 225 -0.795 0.427 

South Is 122 236 

Rugby 

 

North Is 333 229 -0.419 0.675 

South Is 122 223 

Netball North Is 335 227 -0.275 0.784 

South Is 120 231 
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Table I: Mann-Whitney U Test: North Is/South Is Teacher Risk Rating of Outdoor Activities 

 Teacher 

Group 

n Mean 

Rank 

z Asym. Sig.   (2 

Tailed) 

Day hike North Is 186 129 -0.284 0.777 

South Is 70 126 

Residential school camp North Is 186 130 -0.900 0.368 

South Is 68 121 

Trips to remote places (2+ 

hours walk to vehicle access) 

North Is 188 134 -1.554 0.120 

South Is 70 118 

Overnight tenting on a trip North Is 188 132 -0.828 0.408 

South Is 70 124 

Canoeing/kayaking in a pool North Is 186 127 -0.419 0.675 

South Is 69 131 

Canoeing/kayaking in sheltered 

waters 

North Is 188 130 -0.335 0.738 

South Is 70 127 

Canoeing/kayaking on a river North Is 187 124 -0.823 0.411 

South Is 65 132 

Science field trip to the bush or 

natural water feature 

North Is 191 132 -0.452 0.651 

South Is 71 128 

Artificial wall climbing or 

abseiling 

North Is 188 124 -1.800 0.072 

South Is 68 141 

Rock climbing or abseiling on a 

natural cliff-face  

North Is 185 126 -0.201 0.841 

South Is 68 128 

Cooking with an open fire North Is 188 128 -0.110 0.913 

South Is 68 129 

Activity involving cookers North Is 188 126 -0.915 0.360 

South Is 68 135 

Skiing 

 

North Is 181 128 -0.984 0.325 

South Is 68 118 

Ropes course activities 

 

North Is 187 128 -0.182 0.856 

South Is 69 130 

Rugby 

 

North Is 192 127 -1.751 0.080 

South Is 71 145 

Netball North Is 192 127 -1.554 0.120 

South Is 70 143 
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Appendix 6:  Review of relevant literature on outdoor education and risk 

 

Defining Outdoor Education 

The term outdoor education describes a very broad field of education and it has been 

described as a place, a subject, and a reason for learning. It has also been regarded as a 

method of teaching, a process and a topic (Priest, 1990). Priest noted that even the above 

list was not exhaustive and failed to take into account that it could take place indoors and 

may be concerned with human interactions as well as ecology, prompting him to develop 

the following catch-all definition: 

 

Outdoor education is an experiential method of learning with the use of all the 
senses. It takes place primarily, but not exclusively through exposure to the 
natural environment. In outdoor education the emphasis for the subject of 
learning is placed on relationships concerning people and natural resources 
(Priest, 1990, p. 113). 

 

So broad is the term outdoor education that it invariably needs qualifying or must be used 

in conjunction with other terms to reflect the meaning intended by the user. The broader 

concept of outdoor education has been fragmented into a number of narrower terms to 

emphasise and identify an aspect of the whole, for example, adventure education, 

environmental education, earth education, outdoor pursuits, education outside the 

classroom (EOTC), wilderness education, experiential education and outdoor recreation 

activities (Smith, Carlson, Masters, & Donaldson, 1972). 

 

Outdoor education in New Zealand generally includes elements of adventure education 

and environmental education often utilising outdoor pursuits (Zinc & Boyes, 2006). From 

Hanna (1991) the following definitions help illuminate the key characteristics of these 

concepts: 

 

Outdoor pursuits are self-propelled activities, such as camping, backpacking, 
canoeing, rock climbing and skiing, which may be used to achieve a variety of 
adventure education, environmental education, and/or recreation ends.  
 
Adventure Education emphasizes engagement in outdoor pursuits activities 
and utilizes progressive stress/challenge situations and uncertainty of outcome 
to enhance the individual’s intrapersonal (self-knowledge) and interpersonal 
(social) skills.  
 
Environmental education involves educational activities oriented toward the 
enhancement of ecological knowledge and awareness of our relationship with 
the natural environment. It’s ultimate objective is the development of an 
environmentally conscious and active citizenry (p. 4) [Bolding added]. 
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In New Zealand the broad term used to describe any form of schooling that takes place 

outside of the four wall of the classroom environment is Education Outside the Classroom 

(EOTC). EOTC and outdoor education are both terms used in various curriculum documents 

and by teachers to describe the practice of taking students outdoors for educational 

purposes.  

The Benefits of Outdoor Education 

There are strong links between Jensen’s (1995) five objectives of outdoor recreation and 

elements of the New Zealand education curriculum. Both ‘appreciation of nature’ and 

‘stewardship’ fit with ‘ecological sustainability’, which the New Zealand curriculum states, 

is “to be encouraged, modelled, and explored (Ministry of Education, 2007, p. 10). ‘Positive 

behaviour patterns’ supports key competencies in the curriculum related to the 

‘capabilities for living and lifelong learning’. Another of Jensen’s (1995) five objectives was 

‘physiological fitness’. The physical and mental health benefits of outdoor recreation 

previously identified strongly support curriculum aims in the essential learning area of 

Health and Physical Education (Ministry of Education, 2007). So it is perhaps no surprise 

that outdoor recreation activities have been utilised as a teaching/learning medium, 

especially so in New Zealand with outdoor natural spaces readily accessible for the 

majority of schools.  

 

The ability of outdoor education to improve a range of educational and social development 

markers, such as enhanced self-concept and self-determination, is well supported in the 

literature (Boyes, 2000; Ewert, 1989; Gair, 1997; Hanna, 1991; Priest & Gass, 1997; Smith, 

et al., 1972). This claim appears to be substantiated by a number of studies and several 

meta-analyses have supported this (Carson & Gillis, 1994; Hans, 1997; Hattie, Marsh, Neil, 

& Richards, 1997; Neil & Richards, 1998). Some recent analyses have argued the research 

does not support character trait development, citing poor scientific methodology and bias 

(Brookes, 2003a, 2003b).  

 

What isn’t disputed however, in New Zealand at least, is the ability of outdoor education to 

enhance school curriculum learning. In its report on outdoor recreation in New Zealand, 

SPARC (2008b) identified this as a key educational benefit of outdoor education, adventure 

and recreation pursuits. Also that it “provides a context for learning, thinking and problem-

solving skills, and helps develop life skills such as co-operation and interpersonal 

communication” (p. 7). Where the aims of the outdoor programming related specifically to 

academic skills Hattie, et al., (1997) reported that, “The effects on academic performance 

are most impressive” (p. 68).  
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Haddock (2007) reported on EOTC to provide a national picture and to inform policy, 

practices and the actions required to improve the quality of EOTC programmes. This 

generated the following conclusions about EOTC: 

 

 It is a key component of primary school life for New Zealand children;  

 It strongly supports learning outcomes in all essential learning areas; 

 It is important in achieving four of the five draft key competencies in the Draft NZ 

Curriculum; 

 It achieves other learning outcomes such as improved self confidence, safety 

knowledge and skills for problem solving; 

 It is an effective pedagogical tool. 

 

In terms of the educational value of recreation activities, which are largely located within 

the outdoor education strand, SPARC made the following observation based on national 

and international evidence: 

 

…quality outdoor education, adventure, and recreational pursuits that are 
well planned, safely managed and personalised to meet the needs of young 
people can lead to a deeper understanding of the concepts within 
traditional curriculum subject boundaries. They can also provide a context 
for learning, thinking and problem-solving skills, and help develop life skills 
such as co-operation and interpersonal communication (2008b, p. 11). 

 

A number of benefits for individuals who participate in such programmed activities 

were articulated in the same report. SPARC (2008b) stated that such outdoor 

experiences could: 

 

 Reduce behavioral problems and improve school attendance;  

 Improve academic achievement, nurture creativity and be a catalyst for higher 

order learning;  

 Develop the ability to deal with uncertainty;  

 Develop skills and independence in a wide range of environments and social 

settings;  

 Develop active citizens and stewards of the environment;  

 Provide challenges and opportunities to take acceptable levels of risk;  

 Make learning more engaging and relevant to young people;  
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 Stimulate, inspire and improve motivation;  

 Provide skills for ongoing participation in outdoor recreation. 

 

While SPARC (2008b) did not list physical health benefits associated with outdoor 

recreation under outdoor education, they were included elsewhere in its report and can be 

supposed to be associated with outdoor education programmes that include physical 

pursuit activities. Zinc and Boyes (2006) found the natural outdoor environment was 

predominantly used within geography and the health and physical education (H&PE) 

curriculum areas. In H&PE the outdoors was primarily used for pursuits based activities, 

such as mountain biking, tramping and kayaking. Physical fitness was “considered 

important” (p. 16) as a learning outcome.  

Outdoor Education Participation in New Zealand Schooling 

As shown in the preceding chapter outdoor education is recognised in New Zealand as an 

effective means of developing the individual and enhancing learning (Haddock, 2007). 

Outdoor education was introduced to the school curriculum in 1999 as one of seven 

‘strands of learning’ within the essential learning area ‘Health and Physical Education’ 

(Ministry of Education, 1999). The national curriculum was reviewed in the years 2000-02 

and following this, cabinet (a New Zealand body of high ranking government ministers) 

agreed it should be revised. What evolved took as its starting point a vision of “young 

people who will be confident, connected, actively involved lifelong learners” (Ministry of 

Education, 2007). In the Health and Physical Education curriculum the focus is on “the well-

being of the students themselves, of other people, and of society through learning in 

health related and movement contexts” (ibid, p.22). Of note is that “adventure” and 

“adventure activities” are identified as legitimate learning opportunities in the 1999 

curriculum (Ministry of Education, 1999, p. 46) and “adventure” is identified as a learning 

opportunity in the current curriculum document (Ministry of Education, 2009b, p. 23).  

 

Health and physical education, and therefore outdoor education is a compulsory part of 

the curriculum for students until year 10. Beyond this in years 11-13 (secondary school) it 

is an elective subject. 

 

Zinc and Boyes’s (2006) study on New Zealand schools found secondary school outdoor 

education programmes had a stronger focus on outdoor pursuits than outdoor learning 

experiences in primary schools. Nonetheless, outdoor pursuits have a considerable 

presence in some New Zealand primary schools (Zink , 2003). Haddock et al (2009) 

reported that almost 50% of primary schools and more than 60% of composite schools 

(year 1-15) provided tramping, and 29% of primary and composite schools provided 

abseiling. Other popular activities provided were rock climbing, challenge rope course, 

orienteering, kayaking, sailing and beach swimming. 
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Haddock, et al. (2009) showed there were strong differences in outdoor education 

programme content across the range of deciles. Compared with high decile schools half 

the number of lower-decile schools provided outdoor pursuits such as orienteering, snow-

sports, adventure based learning, challenge ropes course, sailing, abseiling and tramping. 

While some of these activities are expensive and it is logical to assume this was a barrier, 

other activities are extremely low cost and perhaps other reasons are a barrier to 

programming. Slightly fewer (approximately 10%) year 1-6 students participated in EOTC in 

decile 4-6 schools compared with decile 1-3 and decile 7-10 schools (Haddock, 2007). 

Risk in Society 

Despite the rapidly growing literature on the topic of risk there are still widely divergent 

opinions on what is meant by risk. The word may be used several times in the same 

paragraph, each time with a different meaning not acknowledged by the author. Risk can 

be a hazard, a consequence, a probability, or a threat. These different meanings can 

confuse communication (Slovic, 2002). In view of the foregoing Rosa (2003) defined risk as 

“a situation or an event where something of human value (including humans themselves) 

is at stake and where the outcome is uncertain” (2003, p. 56).  

 

In the education sector risk is commonly described as “the potential to lose something of 

value. The loss may lead to physical (broken bones), mental (psychological fear), social 

(peer embarrassment), or financial (lost or damaged equipment) harm” (Priest, 1990, p. 

15). Priest’s (1990) definition focused solely on the potential for loss. People participate in 

risk activities because of the potential to gain something of value (Curtis, 2002; Priest & 

Gass, 1997; Zink & Leberman, 2001) and this positive risk component is foundational to 

much of the theory associated with adventure education. 

 

Despite the fact that experts are often called to calculate risk as an objective and 

measurable entity, in the social sciences it is viewed as a subjective construct (Lupton, 

1999). Technical risks are regarded as inseparable from the social matrix in which they are 

imbedded. Rather than something that exists independently of people risk perception is 

seen as a subjective invention of humans to understand and cope with the uncertainties 

and dangers of life. (Pidgeon, Kasperson, & Slovic, 2003; Slovic, 2000, 2002). While experts 

use statistical information to evaluate risks, laypeople rely on inferences about what they 

remember reading, hearing or observing about the risk in question (Slovic, Fischhoff, & 

Lichtenstein, 2000). Lay and expert assessments of risk therefore commonly do not agree.  

 

A person’s perception of the risk could be anywhere between the upper limit of possibility 

of the risk known as the ‘absolute risk’ (Priest & Baillie, 1987) to no risk at all. The ‘residual 

risk’ describes the risk remaining after the absolute risk has been adjusted down by safety 

controls (Haddock, 1993). This was formerly known as the ‘real risk’ (Priest & Baillie, 1987). 
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Perceived risk then is an individual’s subjective evaluation of the characteristics and 

severity of residual risk that exists at a given moment and is ultimately used to make 

decisions regarding situations.  

What Influences Risk Perception? 

It might be assumed that something so fundamental to everyday life and the identification 

of risk would be well understood, however Susan Cutter in her review of risk literature 

suggested that what emerges “is not how much we know, but rather how little we know 

about how individuals and society perceive risk” (Cutter, 1993, p. 23). What follows is a 

summary of risk perception research that has relevance to public opinion and outdoor 

education. 

 

Slovic (2000) stated that individuals’ perceptions may be influenced by social, institutional, 

psychological, and cultural factors, and identified three major families of theory regarding 

risk perception that have been developed: psychology approaches (heuristics and 

cognitive), anthropology/sociology approaches (cultural theory) and interdisciplinary 

approaches (social amplification of risk framework). A brief explanation of these follows. 

 

Psychological Approaches 

Individuals apprehend reality both through a rational, analytical process and more 

automatically through an intuitive process (Renn, 1998; Slovic, 2000). Affect is a subtle 

form of emotion that can be positive (like) or negative (dislike). These feelings are 

evaluative toward some external stimuli, such as a word, image, or situation. Such 

evaluations are automatic and rapid and provide an efficient way to make decisions when 

confronting the hazards and uncertainties of the world (Slovic, 2000). If an activity is liked 

an individual will likely perceive the benefits as high and the risks as low. If they dislike the 

activity then the risks will be perceived as being high and the benefits low (Alhakami & 

Slovic, 1994).  

 

Up to 20 cognitive factors influencing the perception of risk have been identified in studies. 

A Royal Society study group (The Royal Society, 1982), reported the key factors common to 

these studies:  

 

 Controllability – An individual’s influence over the risk; 

 Perception of costs and benefits – The perceived value received from the risk; 

 Voluntariness – The level of choice an individual has over risk exposure; 

 Familiarity – Knowledge about and acquaintance with the risk; 

 Dread – The horror inducing nature of the risk. 
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Anthropology/Sociology Approaches 

There are socio-political and cultural determinants of risk perception as well (Powell, 2007; 

Slovic, 2000). Values interact with worldviews, gender and trust in ways that influence 

perceptions of risk. For example, New Zealand’s pioneering past, where facing 

considerable uncertainty, dangers and hardship was not considered unusual is a part of 

New Zealand’s cultural heritage that likely influences cultural perspectives on risk (Kane, 

2008). Likewise the histories of New Zealand adventurers such as Sir Edmund Hillary and 

Jean Batton (Kane & Tucker, 2007) likely influence New Zealander’s views on risk.  

 

Interdisciplinary Approaches 

Attitudes and judgements around risk then are complex and subtle and variance may be 

due to many qualitative factors. Seeking to bring together several threads related to risk 

perception; media, culture, psychology, and organisational response Kasperson, et al. 

(1988) developed the Social Amplification of Risk Framework (SARF). SARF attempts to 

describe the various dynamic social processes and cultural agents that pass on risk signals 

that underlie risk perception and response. Risk messages filter through various 

amplification stations, which are affected by risk heuristics, qualitative aspects of risk, prior 

attitudes, blame, and trust. Through these factors messages are reinterpreted and 

transformed potentially amplifying the noise of risk or attenuating it. A second stage of the 

framework models the potential for ‘ripples’ of secondary and tertiary consequence that 

can spread far beyond the original event. Such impacts include demand for regulatory 

constraint, litigation, community opposition, loss of credibility and trust, and stigmatisation 

of product with associated consumer flight and market impacts (Kasperson, et al., 1988). 

The ‘risk noise’ associated with an outdoor education or adventure tourism tragedy for 

example would theoretically ripple outwards with associated societal consequences. These 

consequences can amplify or attenuate the temporal, sectorial or geographical scales of 

impacts (Kasperson, Kasperson, Pidgeon, & Slovic, 2003).  

 

One of the key amplifiers in SARF is the media. According to Kasperson, et al. (2003), a 

publically reported tragedy carries a risk signal. These are defined as messages about a 

hazard or hazard event that affect people’s perceptions of the seriousness or 

manageability of the risk. Risk events have a signal value. Those events with catastrophic 

potential, dread factors or other aggravating factors have the potential for a high signal 

value. To use the example above, a tragedy in outdoor education would likely have a high 

dread factor for parents and hence carry a high-risk signal increasing parental perceptions 

of the risk in outdoor education? The influence of media on risk perception is expanded 

upon in a later section, Media Reporting and Risk Perception. 

 

For practical purposes, when considering a specific social risk, it may be clearer to arrange 

the factors that affect perception of risk under three headings: those related to the 
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individual, those related to the characteristics of the risk itself, and those related to the 

presentation of the risk. 

 

Factors Related to the Individual 

Cultural factors will influence values and world view, affecting one’s interpretation of the 

risk (Powell, 2007; Slovic, 2000). Personal characteristics such as boldness will affect risk 

perception. Timid people tend to over perceive the risk whilst fearless people tend to 

under perceive it (Haddock, 1993; Priest, 1990). Developmental stage will be a factor as 

abstract cognitive skills are undeveloped in the young (Mann, Harmoni, & Power, 1989). A 

number of studies, in a number of different fields have observed gender differences in risk 

perception, reporting that men perceive risks to be lower than women do (Confer, Wilson, 

Kim, & Constintine, 2004; Davidson, 2006; Finucane, Slovic, Mertz, Flynn, & Satterfield, 

2000; Lupton & Tullock, 2002; Slovic, 2000). From his findings Slovic (2000) coined the term 

the ‘white male effect’ and hypothesised, where technology is concerned at least, that the 

difference is less likely to be biological (as it doesn’t cross race barriers) than socio-

political. Slovic suggested because white males are more closely associated with creating, 

managing and controlling technology they perceive it as less risky than others. Finally, 

certain innate tendencies affect a person’s perception and interpretation of risk. ‘Optimism 

bias’ (Weinstein, 1980) for example is the tendency of individuals to underestimate the 

likelihood they will experience adverse events.  

 

Slovic’s (1993) study exemplified risk perception as an individual phenomenon. In this 

Slovic revealed the differing risk ratings of college students, club members, experts and a 

woman’s league group for a variety of technological hazards. Similarly Lupton and Tullock’s 

(2002) empirical study of Australians found that responses to risk were strongly shaped by 

age, gender, occupation and sexual identity. 

 

Factors Related to the Characteristics of the Risk  

Individuals worry and are more concerned about risks that; they cannot control, are 

involuntary, are associated with particular dread, are novel, result from man-made 

sources, and are more easily recalled (Bennet & Calman, 1999). The last factor reflects a 

phenomenon known as the ‘availability bias’ (Tversky & Kahneman, 1973) whereby 

individuals tend to over-perceive the risks of highly memorable, newsworthy, but unusual 

events, which are easily brought to mind, such as shark attacks, but under-perceive 

everyday risks such as heart disease. 

 

Factors Related to the Presentation of the Risk 

How risk information is presented to the public influences the perception and 

interpretation of risks. If risks are framed positively (survival rate) rather than negatively 

(death rate) it has been shown individuals are more likely to accept the risk (Rothman & 

Salovey, 1997). Individuals also tend to perceive the risks to be higher if there is 
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uncertainty around the information or if the information is from sources that are not 

trusted (Bennet & Calman, 1999).  

 

With regard to the risks that confront us everyday, Humberstone and Stan (2009) drew 

attention to the inadequacies of simply keeping people safe, stating that wellbeing is an 

ambiguous concept with numerous dimensions ranging from physical health to various 

forms of happiness. A number of authors have pointed to the positive role risk plays in life 

(Cairns, 2009; McNamee, 2007; Nansen, 1926), however the common human outlook 

would suggest that safety, or the absence of risk, is paramount to well being (Carver, et al., 

2007; Furedi, 2001). Breivik (2007) stated that post modern society demands security, 

safety, and control. The public wants predictability, of people and of technology. If we are 

to entertain risk it must be able to be predicted, controlled and we must have the ability to 

attain a level of mastery over it. People do not want to die by random, events beyond their 

control. Risks must be appropriate and relevant to be acceptable. This suggests a tension 

between the pursuit of endeavours with inherent risk, or adventurous activities, and the 

idea of a safe society that has been so central in modern welfare policies (Lupton & 

Tullock, 2002). 

 

Risk Society 

In the 1990s the term ‘risk society’ was coined by Ulrich Beck (1992) to describe late 

industrial society’s preoccupation with risk. It was defined as where “the unknown and 

unintended consequences come to be the dominant force in history and society” (1992, p. 

22). Various commentators have charted the changing way in which humans have 

comprehended risk throughout history. Most have argued that the notion of risk in pre-

modern times was associated with natural events, such as floods and storms over which 

the individual exerted no control and could not be held to account. Such risks were given 

to be the product of God’s will and linked to notions of fate (Ewald, 1991). Risk was linked 

with the perils encountered in the exploration of new lands and seafaring rather than with 

the trivial hazards faced in everyday life. 

 

As knowledge and understanding developed risk events could be predicted with increasing 

certainty. People saw themselves as able to exert a level of control over events previously 

regarded as acts of God. Prediction enabled statistical probability to be calculated giving 

rise to the construct of ‘calculated risk’ and insurance against risk became part of the fabric 

of modern life (Ewald, 1991). As humans were able to exert more control over the perils of 

life and ensure themselves against uncertainties, responsibility became associated with 

risk. Risk changed from being a neutral term, concerned merely with probabilities, with 

losses and gains (Jackson & Scott, 1999) to being one charged with negative connotations 

(Beck, 1992; Ewald, 1991; Giddens, 1999). Beck (1992) traced the origins of risk society to 

two fundamental transformations, ‘end of nature’ and ‘end of tradition’. The first refers to 
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the effect of scientific advancement reducing the uncertainty of former perils such as crop 

failure, flooding and disease. At some point humans began worrying more about what they 

had done to nature rather than what nature was doing to them. ‘End of tradition’ refers to 

the fact that until recently tradition largely determined the human response to risk. 

Tradition decreed that people were fated to their roles in society. Tradition can no longer 

be relied upon to provide the answers in modern contexts and “people have to take a 

more active and risk-infused orientation to their relationships and involvements” (Giddens, 

1999, p. 3).  

 

Sometime before the prominence of risk and safety in western discourses, the renown 

Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen, in a speech he gave in 1926 titled ‘Adventure’, spoke 

about exploration as a deeply rooted human urge and the consequent facing of risk as a 

human imperative. Consider a statement from this speech below: 

 

You have to take risks, and cannot allow yourself to be frightened by them 
when you are convinced you are on the right course. Nothing worth having in 
life is ever attained without taking risks (Nansen, 1926, p. 36). 
 

Lay understandings are now more likely to view risk in entirely negative terms, equating 

risk with danger (Douglas, 1992). The counter to potential advancement from pushing back 

the frontiers of human knowledge is possible failure as we are reminded by Slovic, 

Kunreuther, and White (2000) below: 

  

Our world is so constructed that the physical and material benefits we most 
desire are sprinkled with the seeds of disaster… People today have some 
control over the level of risk they face, but reduction of risk often results in 
reduction of benefit as well (p. 32).  

 

In the past governments have been judged on their ability to deliver services and a 

standard of living. Having achieved a relatively high degree of both the trend in 

contemporary western democracies is now toward public safety (Furedi, 2002). The word 

safety originates from the Latin term salvus, meaning uninjured. To be safe is “taking or 

involving no risks” or to be “free from danger” (Collins Pocket English Dictionary, 1981). 

Some theorists and writers believe society’s fear for its safety is now the major 

impediment to social, scientific and technological advance and aspirations of progress are 

giving way to aspirations for security (Beck, 1992; Hume, 2003, May 14).  

 

Attitude toward risk can be viewed as a continuum, traversing the gamut from risk 

aversion to risk seeking. Society appears for now to have a low propensity for risk taking 

but between individuals the situation varies significantly (Furedi, 2001; Giddens, 1999; Gill, 

2007; Wildavsky, 1988). An example of how safety now appears to have become one of 

Western society’s fundamental values is that people find it increasingly difficult to accept 
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that some injuries cannot be prevented. In 2001, the British Medical Journal declared that 

it had banned the word ‘accident’ from its pages, claiming that most injuries are 

preventable, and that calling them ‘accidents’ is irresponsible (Furedi, 2002, March 15). 

Similarly in the lexicon of New Zealand’s outdoor sector the word ‘incident’ has been 

recently adopted to replace accident as the preferred term for any event that results in an 

undesirable outcome (Haddock, 1993).  

 

The ‘precautionary principal’ is the primary justification for much of society’s energy 

directed toward ever-minimising the risks encountered in living. In brief the precautionary 

principle (PP) can be defined as ‘better safe than sorry’. Even if the risk is miniscule it is still 

there so why take the risk (Guldberg, 2000). The PP can manifest as strong PP where safety 

is demanded at any cost or weak PP, which may demand safety only in cost effective 

situations. Whereas it may be well documented over time that calculated risk taking is vital 

if people are to live fulfilled lives (Furedi, 2001; Liddle, 1998; Whitehead, 1933; Wildavsky, 

1988), the effect of the precautionary principle is to avoid risk, something society 

increasingly sees itself as suffering from, rather than something to be managed (Furedi, 

2001). 

 

According to Jackson and Scott (1999) childhood is socially constructed. Children are 

cherished beings and childhood is a cherished state of being. Because children and 

childhood are precious, both become loci for risk anxiety. The risks which children must be 

protected from help define what it is to be a child and the boundaries of childhood. 

Unsupervised children’s activities with friends, which used to be referred to as play, are 

now considered by definition a risk (Furedi, 2006). There is growing evidence of shrinking 

opportunities for children to engage in challenging outdoor play over the last two decades 

(Carver, et al., 2007; Clements, 2004; Hughs, 1990; Prezza, et al., 2005).  

 

The freedom to roam during childhood is also compromised, largely in response to 

concerns for child safety. Hillman, Adams, and Whiteleg’s (1990) United Kingdom based 

longitudinal study on the changing nature of children’s freedoms showed a marked decline 

in weekend activities engaged in by junior school age children. During the 20 years 

between the two studies (1971- 1990) the number of activities was nearly halved. This they 

postulated was the result of half as many children allowed to cross the road unsupervised 

in 1990 compared with 1971, and a quadrupling in the number transported to school by 

car.  

 

The key to understanding the obsession with risk and safety in society today, according to 

Furedi (2006) is what he terms ‘the culture of fear’. His thesis is “that when attitudes and 

ways of behaving can no longer be taken for granted, experiences which were hitherto 

relatively straightforward now become seen as risky” (p. 75). Furedi has written extensively 

on the parental response to ‘risk society’ (2001, 2002, 2006) popularising the term 
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“paranoid parenting” (Furedi, 2001) which describes the ever diminishing risk parents are 

prepared to accept where their children are concerned. The result of well meant parental 

concern for children’s safety poses its own risks, such as not developing coping strategies 

or the capacity to take responsibility for themselves, thus being unable to develop 

independent lives (Guldberg, 2000). The dualism between the value of taking risks and 

society’s apparent obsession with absolute safety is a challenging issue for parents. The 

dualism underlying risk is basically reward versus calamity and Breivik’s (2007) statement 

below expressed his notion of the former:  

 

I think children should be given more opportunities to play outdoors, be active, 
explore the world, develop skills and strong bodies. We should let the children 
freeze a bit, get wet, starve a bit, get hurt, face problems, in order to develop 
resistance to stress and pain. It is not in their interests that we overprotect 
them. (p. 20).  

 

Breivik’s recipe for building resilience in children may have its devotees, however the more 

common response of parents to anything that may cause discomfort or harm is to protect 

their child from it (Giddens, 1999). 

 

Lupton and Tullock’s (2002) study on risk perceptions of Australians sought to provide 

empirical evidence to test aspects of the risk society thesis proposed by socio-cultural 

theorists such as Beck (1992). Notions of risk were elicited by semi-structured interviewing 

of 74 participants. Apparent in responses from participants were “contradiction, 

ambivalence and complexity” (p. 332), and given the relative homogeneity in the sample 

they made no claim for the generalisability of their findings to the Australian population. 

Their findings lent both support for the ‘risk society’ thesis, and called some aspects into 

question. While participants were highly aware of risk in their lives, many also identified 

with the positive aspects of risk-taking, challenging portrayals of risk avoidance and fear. 

Lupton and Tullock (2002) suggested Beck’s (1999) risk society thesis was ethnocentric in 

its sweeping generalisations and failed to take into account national differences. No similar 

empirical studies have been conducted in New Zealand to evaluate whether New 

Zealanders have adopted characteristics claimed by exponents of the risk society thesis. 

 

As highlighted earlier, research is unequivocal in its support of the developmental value of 

natural outdoor environments to children (Morris, 2003; SPARC, 2008b). Yet Carver, et al. 

(2007) posed the question, “is the outdoor child an endangered species?” (p. 217). In 

Guldberg’s (2000) view children must be able to plan and take control. They must have the 

freedom to experiment and develop their own abilities to solve problems. Despite the 

close proximity of the outdoors to New Zealand families and our historical connections to it 

a number of commentators, such as Moore (2006), suggest providing such opportunities 

for children still presents a challenge to New Zealand parents: 
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The outdoors is every Kiwi kid’s birthright and youngsters deserve the same 
gentle introduction to it that they are given in the basic three R’s of their 
schooling, or in competitive sport. Parents happily encourage their youngsters 
to play soccer or other sports, or take swimming lessons, but are reticent about 
similar involvement in the great outdoors (p. 10). 

 

Freeman, Quigg, Vass, and Broad’s (2007) study Exploring the Geographies of Children’s 

Lives was conducted with 10-11 year old Dunedin children. They found 13 out of 73 

children were not allowed to go anywhere in their own neighbourhood without being 

accompanied by an adult. If children are denied basic opportunities to experience low-level 

risk in the outdoors it raises the question as to their long-term ability to recognize and 

respond appropriately hazards in natural environments they may encounter at a later time 

in their life.  

 

As already noted, positive risk is a significant part of the appeal in outdoor activities and a 

founding value of many outdoor programmes. Such programmes provide experiences 

where children and youth are exposed to authentic outdoor environments learning risk 

awareness and basic risk management. Offering opportunities that involve real risk to 

children presents some challenges in a society obsessed with safety. The following section 

explores the issues associated with risk in outdoor education and the implications of this 

for New Zealand teachers. 

Safety Concerns in Outdoor Education 

With adventure-based learning as our backdrop, consider the premise that 
risk-taking is not only critical to the learning process, but it is also essential 
to the maintenance of the human spirit. Therefore experiential educators 
have an obligation to create opportunities for clients where they face the 
unknown and persevere despite the perceived potential for significant loss, 
and often because of this risk (Liddle, 1998, p. 61). 

 

Risk is commonly regarded as a vital element of outdoor education. The conundrum 

outdoor educators face is neatly captured by Liddle’s (1998), explanation that “we rely on 

the potential for loss (or at least the perceived potential), yet the actual loss is 

unacceptable” (p. 62). Negative risk, or incident potential, in school outdoor activities is 

mitigated against by risk management. Risk management can be defined as those 

collective processes utilised to keep risks and losses within an acceptable range (Priest & 

Dixon, 1990). Essentially risk management is a systems based approach to managing 

uncertainty within the operating environment (Jackson, 2009; Liddle, 1998). 

 

Uncertainty comes in many forms and Brookes (2002) distinguishes between fatality 

prevention, safety management and risk management. Safety management is concerned 

with the prevention of both life threatening and non-life threatening injuries, while risk 

management encompasses a much broader range of risks than risks to one’s physical 
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being. It includes financial risk, loss of reputation, and the risk of liability. While schools 

have a keen interest in student wellbeing and prevention of injuries, they are also keenly 

aware of how serious or tragic incidents expose the school to wider risks (Haddock & 

Sword, 2004; Hogan, 2002). 

 

Van Loon (2002) observed, in what he terms the ‘ascendance of risk’ that during the 1980s 

and 90s the term risk attained a pervasive and often intrusive presence in almost all 

institutionalised discursive fields including education. Outdoor education in New Zealand 

has been widely considered to have a strong discourse in risk (Stothart, 2000; Sullivan, 

2006; Zink, 2003, 2004; Zink & Leberman, 2001). Zink (2003) suggested the discursive 

practices of risk management that prevail in the outdoor sector (adapted from industrial 

models) privilege objective and rational models of thinking. She proposed refocusing the 

risk debate on the opportunities risk provides, on learning goals and on the objectives of 

adventure education. Likewise Sullivan (2006) in his critique of safety planning documents 

concludes the focus on safety is detracting from EOTC. 

 

Not surprisingly other western countries suffer from similar issues. Hanna (1991) 

contended that the vitality and viability of Canadian outdoor programmes were at risk 

from fears of liability and insurance concerns. New Zealand has some protection from the 

threat of liability suits in the form of the Accident Compensation Scheme (ACC) but liability 

fears still persist (Haddock & Sword, 2004). Following the conviction (later successfully 

appealed) of the ‘Le Race 2001’ organiser in 2003 there were widespread concerns of 

liability from school principals and boards (Haddock & Sword, 2004). Auckland Primary 

Principals Association (APPA) president, Ian Fox voiced the sentiment of many school 

managers at the time when he was quoted:  

 

When we come to work each day we do expect to put our jobs on the line 
should we make a bad decision. We do not however expect to put our 
house on the line as well. Cited in (Haddock & Sword, 2004, p. 3).  

 

In fact neither the Le Race conviction nor the introduction of the Health and Safety in 

Employment (HSE) Amendment Act 2002 which coincided with this, impacted significantly 

on the liability faced by boards and principals (Haddock & Sword, 2004). Despite this there 

was evidence to suggest several schools reduced their EOTC programmes as a result of this 

anxiety or conducted more of their EOTC within the school grounds (Jones, 2004/2005). 

This is further supported by Sullivan (2006) who examined the emphasis on safety in EOTC 

in New Zealand. Sullivan observed that the focus on safety has led to a state of anxiety 

among primary school teachers, anxiety about being outside and reduced opportunities for 

EOTC activities and concluded that, “The quest for safety pervades and controls EOTC” (p. 

15). Sullivan suggested “Perhaps the time has come to critique this overwhelming focus on 
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safety, and to place at the centre of our policies and practices on enjoyment and pleasure 

in the outdoors” (2006, p. 16). 

 

Chisholm & Shaw (2004) attempted to get to the root of what drove the safety discourse in 

outdoor education. They identified the media’s tendency to sensationalise accidents as 

one cause, but contended that even the industry itself favours a safety discourse over 

others with which to portray the industry and guide its development. They suggested that 

the risk nature of the outdoor sector and the need for guidance from regulatory bodies is 

similar to a Facoultian ‘regime truth’ and suggested it was the industry’s suspicion of itself 

as much as risk focused media reporting that drove the safety discourse underpinning the 

perceived need for safety auditing and accreditation. They concluded that the discourse 

around safety was detrimental to the industry, marginalising other discourses (Chisholm & 

Shaw, 2004).  

 

Haddock and Sword (2004) recognised that fear of liability should be balanced with 

knowledge of the law. Educational outcomes and safety planning are intertwined and 

boards, principals and teachers must be able to do this to provide effective and safe 

education. Schools operate in an environment of statutory requirement and policies 

dictated from the Ministry of Education. The key statutory obligations fall under the 

Education Act, 1989 and the Health and Safety in Employment (HSE) Act, 1992 (Ministry of 

Education, 2002). Safety and EOTC: A Good Practice Guideline for New Zealand Schools 

(Ministry of Education, 2002) was written in acknowledgement of the inherent risks in 

many EOTC activities to assist boards of trustees, principals and teachers to enhance safety 

in their EOTC programmes (Haddock & Sword, 2004). This document has now been revised 

as EOTC Guidelines: Bringing the Curriculum Alive (Ministry of Education, 2009a). 

 

Zinc and Boyes (2006) study, focused on the nature and scope of outdoor education in 

New Zealand schools, exploring the barriers for teachers to teaching outdoor education. 

“Emphasis on safety” and “paper work” was seen as a greater barrier to providing outdoor 

learning experiences than the actual “risks involved in practice”. While a concern with risk 

was identified as a barrier it is significant that it was the elements more closely aligned to 

liability that featured as the more significant barriers (p. 18). 

 

Liability then, appears to be a significant concern for teachers and there appears to be 

some evidence at least that this has impacted negatively on outdoor education 

programming.  

Are Safety Concerns About School Outdoor Activities Justified? 

The dominant public perception, that children face more risk today than in the past 

contrasts strongly with expert opinion. Children are healthier, wealthier, safer and better 

educated than ever before, and they are also likely to be much more risk aware (Guldberg, 
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2000). Yet the view of children being increasingly at risk is held by people in many 

industrialised nations in their pursuit of a ‘zero-risk society’ (Slovic, 1987).  

 

It is the parent’s views on dangers rather than the child’s that have the greater influence 

over the child’s physical activity. Lack of perceived neighbourhood safety for example led 

to lower rates of active transport, such as cycling and physical activity (Carver, et al., 2007). 

There is no comprehensive source of research data on incident rates in outdoor recreation 

and education at all levels of schooling. The following is offered in the absence of any other 

substantial source of information on risks in school outdoor programmes.  

 

Available statistics and expert opinion tend to indicate that the accident and death rate is 

much lower than media attention and public concern may suggest. No single source 

provides a definitive fatality rate for outdoor education as circumstances vary greatly 

between programmes, activities, settings, and organisations. The lowest rate for a large 

study found was Project Adventure’s 20 year incident and fatality study with four million 

hours yielding safety statistics comparable to working in the real estate or insurance 

industries (Jillings, Furlong, LaRhette, & Ryan, 1995). Making a comparison with other 

commonly accepted accident rates, Priest & Gass (1997) stated that “…research has 

repeatedly shown that adventure activities are significantly safer than most other 

traditional physical activities" (p. 122). 

 

Researching into injury rates in outdoor activities is challenging and Accident 

Compensation Corporation (ACC) coding methods have frustrated attempts to produce 

reliable conclusions (Monasterio, 2006). While incident numbers are well documented, 

participation rates, which are the key to meaningful comparisons, are not. Grant Davidson 

(2007) drew some conclusions by combining participation, obtained from SPARC combining 

incident data from 1997, 1998 and 2000, with 2001 census data and ACC claim data from 

2001-2006. These results need to be considered in light of the obvious limitations imposed 

by combining datasets from different periods of time, but suggest that of the activities 

compared, rugby union is the most prone to ACC Claim with one claim per 11 players. 

Snowsports (combined) is the outdoor recreation activity that is most prone to claim with a 

rate of one claim per 40 participants, a similar level to netball. Mountain biking and 

recreational cycling had a claim rate of one in 126 and one in 205 riders respectively. While 

tramping had one of the lowest claim rates using this system at one in 673 participants 

(Davidson, 2007). Davidson’s study did not provide participant days per injury making 

meaningful comparisons of combined data about outdoor recreation incidents difficult. 

 

Analysis of fatality rates is another means of determining the dangers involved with 

outdoor activities. In New Zealand there were 79 fatalities over the 20 year period from 

1979 in outdoor recreation where people were involved with instruction, guidance or 

other professional care (excluding adventure tourism) (Davidson, 2006). This yields a mean 
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fatality rate of 3.95 deaths per annum. Davidson’s (2006) comprehensive study collected 

incident data from twelve New Zealand Outdoor Education providers. From this study the 

top five activities with the highest incidence of actual or potential serious injury were: 

ropes courses, kayaking, rock climbing, tramping and sailing. Unfortunately hours of 

activity exposure were not taken into account in this analysis and these incidents may 

simply reflect the most popular activities. The overall serious injury rate was 0.11 serious 

injuries per 1000 participant days, the same rate as the ACC claims rate (Davidson, 2006). 

Davidson concluded, “…outdoor education in New Zealand is no more dangerous than 

normal, everyday living” (p. 79). 

 

Dickson, et al. (2000) analysed incident rates in Australia utilising the National Youth Sports 

Injuries Report (NYSIR) and the National Accident Incident Report Form Database 

(NAIRFD). These two data sources represented the most comprehensive injury data 

available and after their analysis Dickson and associates concluded that there was no 

evidence to support the notion that outdoor pursuits conducted as part of outdoor 

programmes were riskier than sports activities. In fact the reverse was shown to be true, 

that outdoor pursuits were safer than most sporting activities.  

 

More recently Cessford (2009, 2010) analysed the New Zealand National Incident Database 

(NID). The NID is a national record of outdoor recreation incident data and is designed for 

use by those involved in outdoor activities. I.e., people and organisations involved in self 

propelled outdoor pursuit/outdoor adventure activities such as; kayaking, rafting, biking, 

tramping, trail running, caving, skiing, climbing, sailing, paragliding, diving, etc., as well as 

motorised adventure activities such as quad biking and jet skiing. These 

people/organisations could be commercial, educational, not for profit, or informal groups 

and individuals recreating in the outdoors or any combination of the above. Any of these 

may register to use the NID for entering data on any incidents they encounter or for 

generating summary reports from the wider database of incident records (Cessford, 2009).  

 

Similar to other attempts to gain some quantitative measure of incidents in outdoor 

education and recreation, this database suffers from biases and limitations. In the NID’s 

case these are caused by self-selection and incomplete data entry. While the accuracy and 

level of reporting of the ski industry is excellent the scale of non-reporting to the NID by 

the non-ski outdoors sector is clear with only 363 non-ski industry entries over a five year 

period. Despite only drawing from 12 organisations (from 25 approached) Davidson (2006) 

was able to document 1900 incidents over a similar five year period. Two organisational 

examples were analysed in Cessford (2010) which represented approximately 80,000 

participant days. These were broken down by activity to provide an incident rate per 1,000 

days and showed the activities with the highest incident rates were coded ‘kayaking’ and 

‘ropes’ for Organisation A, and ‘initiatives’ and ‘tramping’ for Organisation B. The overall 

incident rate was 0.52 for Organisation A and 0.75 for Organisation B (reduced from 2.07 
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the previous year). The word ‘incident’ is used in this database and includes outcomes of 

fatality, injury, illness, damage to equipment/property, near miss, psychological issue or a 

combination of these. Given the finding in this same report that major incidents or near 

misses represented approximately one fifth of the total injuries, the major injury rate for 

organization A and B come down to the same order as the ACC claims rate. 

 

It would appear from the literature then that participation in outdoor education activities 

under supervision is no more risky than sports and other activities that may be undertaken 

as part of a healthy, active lifestyle. Why then might the public consider abseiling to be a 

riskier activity than common sports such as rugby union or netball? One conclusion is that 

this is a consequence of familiarity with the latter and media imaging around the former 

(Dickson, et al., 2000). For the outdoor sector maintaining the perception of risk around 

activities used in outdoor education maintains an inherent part of the appeal and may be 

important to the educational philosophy being used. On the other hand maintaining the 

perception of risk also serves to threaten public acceptance of such activities used in an 

educational context, with stakeholders questioning the need for high-risk activities when 

the risks may in fact be very low. Very few clear messages are provided around the 

significant safety systems employed by practitioners in the outdoor industry, nor is the 

very low incident rate widespread knowledge (Dickson, et al., 2000).  

 

A second conclusion that may be drawn from the literature as to why the public might 

perceive outdoor education activities such as abseiling so much more dangerous than a 

contact sport such as rugby is that the public base their risk perception more on affective 

and intuitive cognitive processes than on rational analytical processes. In this case the 

dread factor associated with the perceived potential of a system failing or rope breaking 

and a loved one plummeting to their death would override rational analysis. Although 

there may be almost zero risk the dread factor causes parents to respond 

disproportionately to the risk. This is comparable to ‘stranger danger’. The parental 

response to the risk of an unknown person harming their child shows beyond reasonable 

doubt that human beings do not take an actuarial position on risk (Furedi, 2001; Gill, 2007). 

 

To conclude this section it is apparent that the perception of outdoor education as high 

risk is unwarranted. While a considerable amount of ‘noise’ and discourse around risk in 

outdoor education is clear in the literature, there is no support for the theory that outdoor 

activities conducted in outdoor programmes are riskier than common sports children 

participate in. That outdoor activities carried out under appropriate supervision is a 

comparatively safe endeavour is apparent to the expert, however a parent’s perception is 

more likely to be based not on statistics but on such things as how much control they feel, 

the dread potential, and media reporting.  
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Risk Amplification and the Media 

Various factors serve to increase the perception of risk to society disproportionately to 

expert assessment. Kasperson, Renn, & Slovic (1988) found that mass media reporting on 

incidents could lead to social amplification of the risk and under reporting could conversely 

lead to social attenuation of risk perception. Messages about risk are constructed, 

communicated and transformed at various social sites of which the media is one (Pidgeon, 

et al., 2003). Media have reported disproportionately on some death events, while others 

have received light coverage (Combs & Slovic, 1979; Kasperson & Kasperson, 1996). Stark 

(2001) provided the example that few would consider an ostrich to be as deadly as a shark 

when it comes to human fatality, but in fact annually ostriches cause twice as many deaths 

worldwide. Media report generously on shark attacks and give scant space to less dread-

inducing deaths. While experts use risk assessment tools to assess hazards the public 

typically uses a more intuitive risk judgement process and “For these people experience 

with hazards typically comes from the news media” (Slovic, 1987, p. 280). 

 

Several writers have identified that the media favour a safety discourse over others with 

which to portray the outdoor sector (Chisholm & Shaw, 2004; Davidson, 2008; Hersey, 

2008). Davidson’s (2008) case study of the reporting around the death of three mountain 

guides and their three clients found the media mischaracterized adventure sports in New 

Zealand by selective reporting. The result of selective reporting is public misperception. As 

Dickson, et al (2000) expressed, abseiling is a very safe activity when conducted with 

modern safety interventions in place, yet the media portray it as high adventure and a risky 

activity. Without being informed of the safe practices employed and low accident rate the 

public will not surprisingly view abseiling as risky.  

 

Furedi (2002) argued that the media’s focus on risk was symptomatic of a societal process 

at work rather than its cause with media playing a significant role in fuelling societal 

perceptions. Furedi searched for the term ‘at-risk’ in UK newspapers and recorded a 

ninefold increase in the term over a six-year period. This was, he postulated, the way 

society increasingly sees itself.  

 

The popular media seize on issues of public safety sometimes making tenuous links 

between death and causation that may be unfounded. Scant space is often afforded to 

evidence refuting the existence of the link and hence the perception of risk remains for the 

layperson as an unfounded fear. Furedi (2002, March 15) reported such was the case when 

newspapers ran headlines like ‘Is the Pill killing us?’ and ‘Killer Pill’, and stated “even 

though the officials responsible for precipitating this panic have since admitted that the 

disputed pills are safe, the general impression created is that people have been kept in the 

dark about ‘disastrous side effects’”. An historic study found no link between the amount 

of attention given to various diseases by seven British national daily newspapers and actual 

mortality statistics for those diseases (Kristiansen, 1983). It is the selective way that the 



 

95 

 

media and other communicators determine what constitutes a risk that underlies the 

social dynamic behind the formation of risk consciousness. Responses to events are shaped 

by the consciousness that prevails in society as a whole at that time and currently an 

intense sentiment of risk aversion pervades western societies (Furedi, 2006; Gill, 2007). 

 

Haddock and Sword (2004) produced a paper on the effect of a prosecution of the 

organiser of a public cycling event during which a fatality occurred. This incident escalated 

fear of liability among school managers even though it was not an event in the education 

sector. Among those concerned according to Haddock and Sword were the Auckland 

Primary Principals’ Association (APPA), New Zealand Principals’ Federation (NZPF) and New 

Zealand School Trustees’ Association (NZSTA). In acknowledgment of the risk amplification 

potential of media reporting Haddock (2007) recommended the Ministry of Education 

work with the media to establish a protocol for reporting EOTC incidents. 

 

The abduction and murder of six year old Teresa Cormack in 1987, reinforced and 

amplified to New Zealand parents the phenomenon of ‘stranger danger’: the 

disappearance of children roaming freely in urban streets (Wong, 2005). This raises the 

question. Could a single dreadful event in outdoor education act as a similar trigger-point 

for parental risk aversion toward outdoor education? 

Parental Risk Aversion in the Media 

A number of terms used in the popular press have evolved to describe new social 

phenomena related to parental risk aversion ‘The bubble-wrap generation’ or ‘cotton-wool 

kids’ (Wong, 2005) describes overly protected children. ‘Hot-house kids’ or ‘battery 

children’ (Kenworthy, 2010) uses metaphors associated with environmentally controlled 

environments to contrast cosseted children with their ‘free range’ counterparts. 

‘Helicopter parenting’ (Rettner, 2010) is a term bestowed on those that hover 

overanxiously over their children interfering with their natural learning. Likewise ‘risk 

illiteracy’ describes youth’s apparent inability to identify and manage risk as a consequence 

of the lack or authentic risk taking opportunities faced in their lives (Crisp, 2010, May 20; 

Sexton, 2009, July 26).  

 

A widely read New Zealand magazine, Metro’s lead story in February 2005 was “The 

Cottonwool Kids” which drew attention to a number of indicators of risk aversion and 

exemplars: 

 

…of our age of anxiety, a time when parents feel driven to protect their 
children against harm to a degree that they risk protecting them from life 
(Wong, 2005, p. 26). 
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“Fear of traffic and ‘stranger danger’ are holding our children captive indoors”. So stated 

Gill (2010) in an emotional warning about the perils of childhood, or rather the lack of 

perils they are exposed to in the face of parental risk aversion. Likewise Freeman-Greene 

(2010) describes “…those ‘‘helicopter parents’’ who hover and swoop on children at the 

first sign of trouble”. The media is not a neutral vehicle and selective reporting is an 

inherent attribute of the news production process (Davidson, 2008). The news media 

describe the extreme behaviours of a few individuals, which are soon investigated by other 

writers and often portrayed as more widespread than the facts support. Such a case is 

typified in an article published in the New Zealand weekly newspaper Sunday Star Times 

about the New Zealand parenting condition, in which the author stated: 

 

In short, child rearing has become an exercise in risk minimization, 
epitomized by stories such as the father who refused to allow his daughter 
on a school picnic to the beach for fear she might drown. While it’s natural 
for a parent to want to protect their children from danger, you have to 
wonder: Have we gone too far? (Wane, 2004). 

 

Wane’s concluding question serves to generalise the example, suggesting it is a malaise 

shared by the wider population, rather than the more likely case, an isolated freak 

example. 

 

The following are recent, local examples of sweeping statements about parents and 

schools: The Press published the following, “In a world where kids are wrapped in cotton 

wool…” (Goodall, 2009). The Dominion post reported, “Over-protective mothers won’t 

allow children to make their own way to school for fear they’ll be abducted or molested”, 

and “there are pockets of stubborn resistance to the prevailing cotton-wool culture” (Du 

Fresne, 2010). The NZ Herald carried a column which declared, “Education authorities and 

parents have become so wimpishly risk-averse” (George, 2008). Such publishing lends 

support, either directly, or by association, for risk aversion as the default parental 

condition in New Zealand. 

 

While parental risk aversion is a popular topic in New Zealand media, the origin of articles 

and research is less commonly founded on the New Zealand population. The Press carried 

an article based entirely on observations of American parents by a professor of sociology 

and author of Parenting Out of Control: Anxious Parents in Uncertain Times, which again 

generalised about:  

 

…today’s hyper-involved parenting - or helicopter parenting, as some have 
dubbed it, for its constant hovering (Nelson, 2010). 

 

In similar vein a Dalhousie University (Nova Scotia, Canada) professor expressed concern in 

the Sunday Star Times:  
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OUR ANXIETY as parents and efforts to bubblewrap our children may be 
putting them at more risk than we suspect. In a world of zero tolerance and 
risk aversion, many loving middle-class families have made their children’s 
lives virtually risk- and responsibility-free. That security comes at a price 
(Ungar, 2008). 
  

In the Australian press the number of articles focused on parental risk aversion appears 

even greater than New Zealand and these are regularly reported at www.stuff.co.nz. The 

Sydney Morning Herald carried an article with the following observation: 

 

Even though there is no evidence that it is more dangerous for children to 
go to the park or walk to school without adults, parents are increasingly 
wrapping their offspring in cotton wool (Fenech, 2010). 
 

And a similar article quoted the following parent’s comment:  

 

“I’ve got a couple of kids and I saw the need for *wireless leashes+ when 
we’re out ... like at the [Perth] Royal Show or shopping centres. It only 
takes two seconds: you turn your back and they’re gone,’’ she said (Elder, 
2009). 
 

The emerging impression gained from these articles is of a collective parental condition 

confirming Furedi’s (2001) paranoid parent thesis. The apparent intent of all of the articles 

was to draw attention to or express disquiet at the prevailing state of the modern day 

parent. Many articles offered parenting solutions, such as those in Free-range Kids, Happy 

Parents (Kenworthy, 2010) and Cottonwool Kids (Wong, 2005). At the same time these 

articles reinforced the common perception that parental risk aversion is reality, further 

contributing to the noise around risk aversion. 

 

Risk Aversion and Outdoor Education in the Media 

Following the Mangatepopo Tragedy where six students and their teacher died after they 

were washed over a weir on an outdoor education experience, The North Shore Times ran 

a piece quoting Sir Peter Blake Marine Education and Recreation Centre (MERC) trustee 

and patron, David Gray: 

 

"Schools, parents and school trustees have recently become terrified of the 

consequences of outdoor pursuits," Mr. Gray says. "This has resulted in some 

schools and parents withdrawing their bookings." ("Peter Blake centre faces 

closure," 2008).  

 

http://www.stuff.co.nz/
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This article claims risk aversion from schools, parents and school trustees is tangibly 

translating into withheld consent and a drop in outdoor education participation. This 

article was supported by a second piece further highlighting the adverse affect of parental 

risk aversion on the centre’s bookings ("Education centre solves cash flow woes," 2008). 

 

Other press and magazine media have carried articles reporting reduced outdoor 

education opportunity for students as a result of parental and school aversion to risk and 

liability, or a concern that this will happen, notably: Hubbard (2003), “Managing the risk on 

camp” (2004), and Sutton (2004) 

  

It is clear from some statements that concerns are fueled by conjecture as below: 

 

…we also worry our kids are being wrapped in cotton wool, and fear schools 

will cancel outdoor activities rather than be liable under "tough new laws." 

Whatever happened, we ask, to the adventuring spirit of Sir Edmund Hillary? 

("Managing the risk on camp," 2004). 

 

Other reports indicate liability concerns are actually affecting outdoor education in adverse 

ways. For example an education story carried by The Marlborough Times, carried quotes 

from a number of principals and executives in the education sector such as the following: 

 

Marlborough school students are missing out on outdoor activities because 
of the risk of teachers being sued if a student is injured.  
 

Marlborough Girls’ College principal Greta Firth said safety in education 

guidelines had led to the school canning caving, kayaking and white water 

rafting because she did not want to leave teachers in a position where they 

might be personably liable. “You can’t run the risk even if you are well 

prepared as you can be,” she said (Hubbard, 2003). 

  

It would appear there is anecdotal evidence of reduced outdoor educational opportunities 

as a result of parental and school safety concerns. Fear of accidents and fear of liability 

emerge as two of the drivers of reduced participation. The anecdotes suggest fear of 

liability and critical incidents are a cause of reduced programming in schools and 

withdrawn bookings with outdoor providers. 

 

In recent years a number of education incidents have occurred involving outdoor activities 

and been reported substantially in the media. In chronological order these are as follows: 

 

1995 Cave Creek platform collapse in which 13 people were killed (Isaac, 1997).  

2000 Kauaeranga Valley swimming hole double drowning (Mager, 2000). 
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2001 Clarence River canoeing double fatality (Maritime New Zealand, 2001). 

2002 Buller river kayaking drowning (Devereux, 2005). 

2004 Waiohine River rafting fatality (Maritime New Zealand, 2004). 

2007 Mangatepopo Gorge tragedy (Devonport, 2010). 

2007 Waipu Cave near-miss incident (Campbell, 2007).  

2009 Manawatu bridge swinging fatality (McDonald, 2010).     

Conclusion and Research Questions Developed for This Study 
Outdoor recreation and outdoor education have long and established traditions in New 

Zealand and contribute significantly to society and culture. New Zealand has deteriorating 

health statistics similar to much of the western world and increasing activity levels in all 

ages of the population is a major health goal of the New Zealand Government. Because of 

the cultural history of outdoor recreation in New Zealand and the relative closeness and 

abundance of outdoor natural spaces to population centres, outdoor recreation could 

prove useful to develop healthy activity levels in young people and hence healthy lifestyles. 

As a consequence outdoor education has been adopted as a major priority for New 

Zealand Government (Ministry of Education, 1999; SPARC, 2008b). 

 

The review of literature revealed infrequent but ongoing fatalities (some of them multiple 

fatalities) in outdoor education in New Zealand that are widely reported in the media. The 

media is a recognised amplifier of risk events, which leads to elevated public perception of 

risk. Society appears to have lowering tolerance of risk and a number of commentators 

have highlighted parental risk aversion especially in the popular media. Likewise school 

managers have shown concern over both risks of liability regarding outdoor education. 

Both are consistent with the risk society thesis postulated by Ulrich Beck (1992). Risk is 

widely supported in the discourse in outdoor education as a key component of outdoor 

education management because it affects a number of educational and developmental 

outcomes. The inherent risk involved in outdoor education and outdoor recreation and the 

pedagogical use of outdoor education in a society proposed to be increasingly averse to 

risk suggests conflicting trends and priorities. Several mechanisms exist that amplify the 

risks in outdoor education such as selective media reporting and the extensive discourse 

on risk in the sector. This creates potential misperceptions regarding the actual risks 

associated with outdoor activities in schooling.  

 

Lupton and Tullock’s (2002) study suggested national groupings and international variances 

may mean the risk society thesis is not generalisable to all populations. They expressed the 

need for further empirical studies that measure whether groups have adopted those 

characteristics claimed for them by risk society theorists. Parents (or legal guardians) and 

teachers are principal actors in the tension previously mentioned. They are the key 

decision makers with regard to student participation in outdoor education, determining 

whether their children go on camp, determining what students do on camps and where 

they go camping.  
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This study was principally concerned with how perceived risk impacts on the opportunity 

for physical activity and engaging with nature that recreation in the outdoors or outdoor 

education activities can provide. It sought to determine whether perceived risk has a 

detrimental effect on such opportunities for young people. This study also explored 

perceptions of risk between parents and teachers, determining how much risk is 

acceptable to each. In Brown’s (1998) Inventory of Risk Management Research Needs in 

the Outdoor Recreation Sector both factors influencing perceived risk and risk comparisons 

were identified as areas of need. 

 

The target populations for this research were EOTC teachers in New Zealand primary and 

intermediate schools, the parents of children attending these schools, and outdoor 

education providers who serve pre-teenage schoolchildren in New Zealand. This age group 

was focused on because it is during these earlier years at school that children are first 

exposed to outdoor education activities as part of the formal school curriculum. It is also a 

life stage that has an important formative influence on attitudes towards the outdoors and 

recreation and where active leisure is experienced, often for the first time. 

 

 

 

 


