
   

 

 
 
 
 
 

Motivations and Trends of Active Older Adult Users and How They Influence Outdoor 
Adventure Education Program Opportunities 

 
 
 
 

A Field Project 
SUBMITTED TO THE FACULTY OF  

UNIVERSITY OF MINNESOTA 
BY 

 
 
 
 

Greg Petry 
 
 
 
 
 
 

IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS 
FOR THE DEGREE OF  

MASTER OF ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION  
 
 
 

Ken Gilbertson, Ph.D. – Chair 
Alan Ewert, Ph.D. 

Nikki Olson, M.Ed. 
 
 

April 20, 2016 
 

 
 
 
 
 



   

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
© Greg Petry {2016}



   i 

 

Acknowledgements	
 

I want to acknowledge the patience and dedication of my committee; with out 
their guidance and suggestions during this process I would have remained a babe in the 
woods. Nikki Olson and Dr. Alan Ewert without your fresh eyes on the drafts who knows 
how far down and what rabbit holes I’d still be in. 

Dr. Ken Gilbertson, how does one put into words the guidance and support that 
you have provided over my educational and professional career? Over the years you have 
been my professor, academic advisor, co-instructor, mentor, committee chair and I am 
excited to add to this list, co-author. But I value the most, and am truly honored by your 
friendship. Thanks. 
 

I also want to acknowledge and express my appreciation for the web that connects 
all things, and all the opportunities that have been presented to me. I hope to continue to 

honor the above by holding the space open and providing opportunities for others.  
 



   ii 

 

Dedication 
	
To	my	parents,	Charles	and	Gretchen	Petry,	who	had	the	foresight	to	foster	a	sense	
of	wonder	about	the	natural	world-a	gift	that	truly	keeps	giving.	May	they	explore	
their	retirement	with	a	similar	enthusiasm.	Thanks	for	the	inspiration.	
	
Also,	this	thesis	is	dedicated	to	the	people	that	work	in	the	field,	and	those	who	hold	
the	space	open	for	them	through	conducting	the	research	that	backs	up	program	
curriculum,	policies	and	procedures.	Together	we	all	take	steps	forward.		
	



   iii 

 

Abstract	
 

By 2029, “Baby Boomers” in the United States will be reaching retirement age in 

historic numbers (Cruse & Hillman 2012; McLean, et al., 2005b; Colby & Ortman, 

2014). Adventure education programs have an opportunity to prepare for the largest 

demographic shift in United States history, as the baby boomer generation also prepares 

for life after work.  

This Secondary Data Analysis study used the data collected for six years over an 

eight-year span. The original study collected data from an 801-sample size and had 

respondents with an age range of 13-68 years old, with nation-wide representation 

(Gilberston & Ewert, 2015). The sample size for this current study is 71, 45 to 68 year 

olds. 

The following questions were asked: “What are the motivations of active older 

adult participants who participate in adventure education programming?” “What are the 

trends in the motivations of adult populations who participate in adventure education 

programs?” and "Is there a difference between genders of adult participants in adventure 

education programs?"  

Motivations of active older adults differ from that of younger populations. They 

are searching for programming that offers active older adults clear, achievable goals, in a 

natural setting and programming that they have some influence over. In addition active 

older adults find that being part of a group, the excitement of doing something new, and a 

chance to build on-or-acquire new skills within adventure education programming are 

important motivations to participate.  
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Chapter One  
Introduction 

The basic idea of retirement where after working hard at a career, you stopped at 

60 or 65, where often ill health followed shortly after, used to be the narrative of many 

Americans. But that pattern has been undergoing a change (Ewert, 1983; Kleiber, 

Walker, & Mannell, 2011; McLean, Hurd, & Brattain-Rogers, 2005b). Healthcare and 

working practices have improved leading to longer life, where a third or even half of our 

adult lives are now spent in ‘retirement’ (McNair, 2010; McLean, Hurd, & Brattain-

Rogers, 2005a). Active older adults numbers are increasing, with the first of the 'Baby 

Boom' generation born immediately after the Second World War reaching 65 (McNair, 

2010). By 2029, “Baby Boomers” in the United States will be reaching retirement age in 

historic numbers (Cruse & Hillman 2012; McLean, et al., 2005b; Colby & Ortman, 

2014). Ewert writes in his 1983 article, Adventure Programming for the Older Adult, that 

many components shape society. Two of the more influential are an “ageing population 

and the changing nature of work” (Ewert, 1983, p. 64; Kleiber, Walker, & Mannell, 2011, 

p. 230; McLean, et al., 2005b). The changes in the nature of the working environment 

and the shifting age demographic have produced a progressively large population of 

“older adults who have the time, energy [ability], and wherewithal [income] to pursue 

leisure interests” (Ewert 1983, p.64; McLean, et al., 2005b). Continued national growth 

in the interest of outdoor activities is not new. With that interest comes opportunities for 

active older adults to choose to participate in recreational activities (Dunn & Gulbis, 

1976; Ewert, 1987; Attarian, 2001; Siikamäki, 2009).  
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This secondary data analysis study focused on the data from the 2013 Gilbertson 

and Ewert study: Stability of Motivations and Risk Attractiveness: The Adventure 

Recreation Experience. It used the data collected for six years over an eight-year span. 

The original study collected data from an 801-sample size and had respondents with an 

age range of 13-68 years old, with nation-wide representation (Gilberston & Ewert, 

2014).  

This current study analyzed the upper age range (45 to 68 years of age) of the data 

collected to answer the questions, “What are the motivations of active older adult 

participants who participate in adventure education programming?” “What are the trends 

in the motivations of adult populations who participate in adventure education 

programs?" and "Is there a difference between genders of adult participants in adventure 

education programs?" Only a portion of the original 801-sample size fit the age range 

requirements or 45 years of age and older. The sample size for this study was 71, 45 to 68 

year olds.  

Background 

 
The respondents in Sugarman’s 2000 study agreed that there has been significant 

growth in demands from active older adults, as Ewert (1983) predicted. Of the 

respondents 3% of the organizations studied began targeting active older adults in the 

1970s, 25% in the 1980s, and 62% in the 1990s (p. 13). This suggested a trend of 

significant growth in the programming area of active older adult participants. “The data 

also indicated the greatest number of individuals over 50 participating in outdoor 
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adventure activities was in the age range of 60-69” (Sugarman, 2000, p.14). The Outdoor 

Foundation (2014), identified 37% of older adult population, is active in the 45+ age 

group. 

The lack of current research into what the motivations and trends this age group 

possesses regarding adventure education programing is surprising due to the amount of 

literature and marketing information that is available about other age groups (Sugarman, 

2000). Some reasons may be that research and evaluation is not a priority, or even a 

possibility; which makes it difficult to reach the goals of this older active adult population 

(Priest, 1999). Research can help organizations develop outdoor adventure education 

programming for the active older adult (Sugarman, 2000). 

Meyer’s wrote, “While this age-group is [currently] smaller than the lucrative 

youth market, they are active and interested-- Moreover, as the baby boomers age, they 

are staying active longer” (Meyers, 2004, p. 29; McLean, et al., 2005a; McNair, 2010). 

This can be contributed to advances in healthcare and higher populations of active older 

adults. Meyers, also found in her 2004 study, A Targeted Look At Participants With 

Potential, that among the 45+ single group in particular:  

• 44% currently participate and 28% would consider trying something new.  

• Levels of participation are higher than average (average 3 times per month 

per activity) and among participants, 2.3 activities is the average.  

• Almost a quarter considers themselves to be experts in their activities and 

a third have introduced others [in their peer group] to their sport. (p. 29) 
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As this population gets ready to retire we will find within this demographic a 

population with disposable time and income, as Ewert (1983) identified. While this 

population may currently not have as much disposable income as other demographics 

(McGuire, et al., 1999; Moody, 2002), with discretionary income from a long working 

career older adults should be able to participate in more leisure activities, including 

adventure education pursuits post career. Incorporating that the age of a typical 

retirement has decreased up to five years from the 1950's, (Kraus, 1997, p. x) which 

provides longer ‘retirements’, meaning possible longer periods of time post career, where 

an active older adult is capable of participating in activities. While this may still hold 

true, there appears to be a trend that is changing retirement age range from 62 to 67 or 

even 70 years old, again with a population that is healthier and retains the ability to 

participate in work, or recreation. Sugarman, 2001, states: 

Advances in medicine and medical technology, combined with 

enhanced knowledge of the importance of nutrition and exercise to health, 

have made it possible for individuals to avoid many acute illnesses and 

diseases, and to live relatively healthy lives (p. 21).  

As trends continue to change, propelled by a large population that gears up for 

retirement and a trend in growing appreciation for the natural environment, adventure 

education providers find a lack of information about what motivates an active older adult 

to participate in outdoor programming. This study helps define some of those motivations 

and identifed if they differ by gender, and how their trends can influence outdoor 

program opportunities as an industry.  
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Purpose Statement  

The purpose of this study is to determine the motivations of active older adult 

users in outdoor programs in higher education. What are the apparent motivational trends 

and how might those trends and motivations influence outdoor program opportunities? 

Research Questions 

The following questions guide the study: 

• RQ1:	“What	are	the	motivations	of	active	older	adult	participants	who	

participate	in	adventure	education	programming?”	

• RQ2:	"What	are	the	trends	in	the	motivations	of	active	older	adult	

populations	who	participate	in	adventure	education	programming?”	

• RQ3:	"Is	there	a	difference	between	genders	of	active	older	adult	participants	

in	adventure	education	programming?"		

Definitions of Terms  

This section defines the concepts addressed in this study and, when necessary, 

how they are operationalized.  The process of defining and operationalizing key terms 

follows the recommendation of concept specification in Babbie (2011).     

Adventure Education: 

Adventure education programs, involving outdoor pursuits, have traditionally 

concentrated on the intrapersonal and interpersonal relationships. They have been 

successful in bringing about positive changes in individuals through overcoming 

wilderness challenges (Priest, 1986, p. 14). Operational use: Adventure Education 
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Programing is used for the purpose of this study as a general term for the programs 

offered during the 8 year collection period of this study (200-2008). 

Adventure Recreation:  

“A variety of self-initiated activities utilizing developments in outdoor environment, that 

contains elements of real or apparent danger, in which the outcome, while uncertain, can 

be influenced by the participant and circumstance” (Ewert, 1989, p. 7). 

Baby Boomer: 

The cohort born during the post-World War II baby boom in the United States, referred to 

as the baby boomers. This cohort is projected to continue to influence characteristics of 

the nation in the years to come. The baby boomers began turning 65 in 2011 and are now 

driving growth at the older ages of the population. Within the next 14 years, as we 

approach 2029, all of the baby boomers will be 65 years old or older. More than 20 

percent of the U.S. population will be over the age of 65 (Colby & Ortman, 2014, p.1).  

Motivations-Internal/External: 

As this in a secondary data analysis study on Gilbertson and Ewert’s data in Stability of 

Motivations and Risk Attractiveness: The Adventure Recreation Experience, it is best 

look to the definition they used in their study. Ewert and Hollenhorst (1989) 

hypothesized, “Internal motivations were defined as motives that originated directly 

within the individual, while external motives were more likely to be other-directed, that 

is, emerging from factors outside of the individual, such as other people” (Gilberston & 

Ewert, 2015, p. 5; Ewert & Hollenhorst, 1989, p. 129).  

Non-formal Education: 



   7 

 

Education that takes place in a planned, but highly adaptable way at a non-school 

institution. The learning environment is pre-arranged, attendance is voluntary, and 

assessment is not expected (Tamir, 1991).  

Active Older Adult/Adult: 

It is difficult to navigate the numerous theories about getting older and where those hard 

lines between young adult, adult, and old age should be drawn. As it is not this study’s 

purpose to find that line, we will look to two approaches and finalize on a third. Eriskson 

(1997) stratified the last half of ‘adulthood’ in three stages: Young adulthood, Adulthood, 

and Old Age. He describes each stage using a list of 8 aspects of age (Erikson, 1997, p. 

32).  McGuire and Boyd agreed that there are many aspects, but identify that age 

stratification is determined by societal influences.  

 For example, in the U.S. society, we tend to recognize 

age strata of childhood, adolescence, young adult hood, middle 

age, and old age. The age strata within a society vary in terms of 

size and composition (McGuire & Boyd, 2004, p. 25). 

Today the image of the older adult is changing. They are participatory, engaged, and 

becoming even more populous (Cruse & Hillman, 2012; Parks, Evans, & Gretch, 2013; 

Dunn & Gulbis, 1976).  That does not mean there are no differences between the life 

stages we all go through. On the contrary, the differences can be dramatic (Kleiber, 

Walker, & Mannell, 2011). 

Kleiber, et al. (2011) state: 
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“Age does have its behavioral and attitudinal correlates: 

most children play, most teenagers seek to align with friends, 

most people have children before 40, most people retire after the 

age 60, and most older people are more conservative than most 

younger people” (p. 230). 

Operational use: For this study the term, Active Older Adult will refer to that 

demographic group with the societal influence of being retired, and posses the 

wherewithal and ability to participate in adventure education programing.  

Outdoor Education: 

Outdoor Education can be considered an experiential process of learning by doing, which 

takes place primarily through exposure to the out-of-doors.  The emphasis for the subject 

of learning is placed on relationships concerning people and natural resources (Priest, 

1986).  

Outdoor Programming: 

Participants in outdoor programs embark on adventures by leaving the comforts of home 

and entering new, challenging physical and social environments. Whether it is an 

expedition, summer camp, or sail training voyage, outdoor program participants leave 

normalcy behind and enter a situation with new sociocultural norms (Fabrizio & Neill, 

2005).  
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Limitations 

The method of Secondary Data Analysis has inherent limitations. In this case I 

found limitations concerning the motivational variable of Show Others and the upper age 

ranges of the sample. 

 This study is restricted to the age range of 45-68 year old adults. It is limited to 

the data collected by Ewert, Gilbertson, Luo, & Voight’s 2013 study, Beyond “Because 

It’s There” Motivations for Pursuing Adventure Recreational Activities. In their study 

data were collected over six summers within an eight-year time frame (2000, 2002, 2003, 

2006, 2007, & 2008). Data were collected from participants of an adventure recreation 

program based in the upper Midwest of the United States. This specific program was 

selected because it provided a variety of adventure activities that drew participants of 

various ages from across the United States. The focus was on a diverse mix of age, 

gender, and multiple activities with multiple skill levels (Ewert, Gilbertson, Luo, & 

Voight, 2013). True motivation may not be complete because all the data was self-

reported and the clients self selected through registration into the program (Babbie, 

2011). The study is 8 years old at the time of writing, and it is not known how trends 

have shifted since the data was collected.  

 Regarding the study’s tendency to group 45 year olds with 70 year olds: There is 

minimum representation of the older age groups. Most of the data reflects the younger 

age ranges of this study, and additional research will need to be conducted to better draw 

a line between the 45-60 and 61+ age groups. However, certain insights can be gleamed.  
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As each generation decides for itself, the social norms and rules within the context 

of roles within specific age groups, ‘retirement’ may be a shifting target generationally, 

which makes this study limited on application to other generational groups, i.e. the 

Millennial generation. 

It was unclear from the original data set if participants chose the motivational 

variable of to show others a skill because there was the motivation was linked to self-

image, or social factors. This made this particular motivational variable malleable and 

difficult to pin point like other more clearly identifiable motivational variables such as to 

be with friends.  

It is also important to note that by self-selecting into the program this data 

represents those that were able to afford to pay for these programs and may not reflect the 

motivations of a wider economic population who may have possessed the motivations to 

participate, but were restricted due to cost.  

Assumptions 

• The data from Gilbertson and Ewert (2015) is representative to the Baby 

Boom Generation specific to the participant motivation data collected in 

their study. 

• Results cannot be to generalized to older adult motivations beyond those who 

participated in this study. 

• Information gathered will be useful in guiding outdoor program providers in 

marketing and providing adventure opportunities for active older adult 

participants. 
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Significance  

Through identification of participant motivations providers can market and 

develop programing that meets the needs of active older adult clients. From the 

standpoint of industry this makes financial sense. “The motivations of adventure tourists 

are significant for tourism both as a category of human behaviour (sic) and as a trillion 

dollar global industry” (Buckley, 2012, p. 961). The adventure industry needs to be ready 

for the largest demographic shift in United States history (Cruse & Hillman 2012; 

McLean, et al., 2005b). In addition this study is timely. The baby boom generation 

precedes the next wave of retirees. The Millennial generation will be the next boom in 

retirement and will be an even larger population shift with congruent social and 

demographic shifts.  
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Chapter Two 
 Literature Review 

 
This chapter reviewed pertinent literature that guided the research questions about 

motivations of adult users in outdoor programing in higher education and how trends and 

demands influence outdoor program opportunities for that population. 

The “Baby Boom” generation is described as the cohort born during the post-

World War II baby boom in the United States. The United States baby boomer is 

comprised of people born from mid 1946 to mid-1964 and who are in the age range of 45 

to 65 (Hogan, Perez, & Bell, 2008; Colby & Ortman, 2014). This cohort is projected to 

continue to influence characteristics of the nation in the years to come (Parks, et al., 

2013). The baby boomers began turning 65 in 2011 and are now driving population 

growth at the older age ranges of the population. Within the next 14 years, as 2029 

approaches, all of the baby boomers will be 65 years old, or older, which means more 

than 20 percent of the U.S. population will be over the age of 65, which is a historic event 

(Cruse & Hillman 2012; McLean, et al., 2005a; Colby & Ortma, 2014; McNair, 2010).  

Ewert writes in his 1983 article, Adventure Programming for the Older Adult, that 

many components shape society. Two of the more influential are an “ageing population 

and the changing nature of work” (Ewert 1983, p. 64; Kleiber, et al., 2011, p. 230; 

McLean, et al., 2005b). These two characteristics have produced a progressively larger 

population of “[active] older adults who have the time, energy [ability], and wherewithal 

[income] to pursue leisure interests” (Ewert, 1983, p.64; McLean, et al., 2005b). 

Misconceptions surround the older adult audience. This generation tends to be physically 
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active and motivated to learn through experiencing new things as opposed to being 

sedentary.   

Today the image of the older adult is changing. They are participatory, engaged, 

and becoming even more populous (Cruse & Hillman, 2012; Parks, et al., 2013; Dunn & 

Gulbis, 1976).  That does not mean there are no differences between the life stages we all 

go through. On the contrary, the differences can be dramatic (Kleiber, Walker, & 

Mannell, 2011). 

Kleiber, et al. (2011) state: 

“Age does have its behavioral and attitudinal correlates: 

most children play, most teenagers seek to align with friends, 

most people have children before 40, most people retire after the 

age 60, and most older people are more conservative than most 

younger people” (p. 230). 

 Each generation will have an influence on what social structure they will have in 

‘retirement’, as well as, what it will mean to be “old.” For the upcoming population of 

baby boomers it may be time for the adventure education industry to reconsider the 

concept of what it means to be ‘retired’, or an older adult.  

Erik Erickson (1964) is credited with first defining age with what he identified as 

the 8 Stages of Man in the book Childhood and Society. In his work he used the mental 

space the different age groups occupy to determine their life stage. This makes sense to 

begin with Erickson, when trying to determine an exact age group for a slippery concept 

such as “retirement”, or “retired”.  Different aspects of a professional career and personal 
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life determine when an individual decides to “retire” (AARP, 2014). It is not unheard of 

for a recently retired person to begin an entirely new career.  

This study focused specifically on the population in transition between stages 

seven and eight as described by Erickson (1964). The mental focus of stage seven, is 

about Generativity vs. Stagnation, or productivity and creation versus the lack of the 

aforementioned. Stage eight, is characterized as Ego Integrity vs. Despair. In the eighth 

stage a person either believes he/she has done everything they felt they needed to do, or 

that there is not enough time to accomplish all that needs to be done (Erickson, 1964).  

For example, an older adult feeling they have accomplished what they feel they needed to 

professionally, but still possess a desire to contribute, may find that in ‘retirement’ the 

use of their time for personal growth through adventures will limit feelings of despair.  

Adventure education programing may also help prevent any feelings of stagnation.  

This generation implies a shift in the traditional concept of what it means to be 

‘retired’, and simultaneously an older adult. Because each generation will have an 

influence on what social structure they will have in ‘retirement’, or simply they will 

define retirement for themselves, marketing and industry must have an accurate picture of 

what ‘retirement’ is for the specific generational demographic. Retirement and what it 

will mean to be “old” will influence whether, or not generations age successfully.  

 A theme in leisure and aging research has been the connection between 

successful aging and activity involvement (McGuire, Boyd, & Tedrick, 1999; Ahn & 

Janke, 2011).  To be considered successfully aged (Figure 1); older adults will possess 

three components.  Minimizing risk and disability, maximizing physical and mental 
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activities and engaging in active life, are the three components that Rowe & Kahn’s 

Model of Successful Aging (1997) illustrates.    

Figure 1. Rowe & Kahn’s Model of Successful Aging (1997, p. 434).  

 Crowther, Parker, Achenbaum, Larimore, & Koenig (2002) argue that a fourth 

dimension of Positive Spirituality is missing from Rowe and Kahn’s 1997 model. 

Positive Spirituality has elements of intrinsic and extrinsic motivation. According to 

Crowther, et al., “There are multiple psychological, social, behavioral, and physiological 

mechanisms by which religious involvement may impact health and speed recovery from 

disease” (Crowther, et al., 2002, p. 616).  The connection between Positive Spirituality 

and Nature is an interesting concept, and while there have been empirical studies and 

theoretical models that have addressed this relationship (Heintzman, 2009), it is beyond 

the scope of this study and is therefore omitted from Figure 1.  

Successful	
Aging	

Minimizing	
Risk	and	
Disability	

Engaging	in	
Active	Life	

Maximizing	
Physical	and	
Mental	
Activies	
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 While Figure 1 illustrates minimizing risk and maximizing physical and mental 

activities equally, it is the engagement in an active lifestyle that ties the three components 

together and determines successful aging (Rowe & Kahn, 1997).  Redefining the image 

of how active older adults perceive themselves is another aspect of successful aging. 

There is also the possibility of some active older adults going through some level 

of identity crisis (McGuire, et al., 1999). When asked, ‘What do you do?’ often the 

response is a current occupation. When that occupation no longer exists for the active 

older adults there could be a lack of self-identity, or self-actualization. Retirement offers 

a period of transition and opportunity for re-discovery of activities and hobbies once 

pushed aside for a successful career. Successful aging and self-actualization are two 

possible avenues through which active older adults may be motivated to participate in 

adventure education programing.  

McNair (2010) and others point out, as much as a third or even half of our adult 

lives are spent in ‘retirement’ (McNair, 2010; McLean, et al., 2005a). The retirement 

transition of being in a career to a life that is oriented towards enrichment means “baby 

boomers” (those in the age group born between 1946 and 1964) seek engagement and 

activities that add meaning to their lives (Parks, Evans, & Getch, 2013). Some of the 

factors that may influence a longer retirement are changing societal values geared toward 

health.  

Patterns of work and life after work have been changing (Ewert, 1983; Kleiber, 

Walker, & Mannell, 2011; McLean, et al., 2005b). Retirement and the general health of 

older adults are leading to longer life spans (McNair, 2010; McLean, Hurd, & Brattain-
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Rogers, 2005a).  Perhaps this is due to improved healthcare and better working and living 

conditions. For example, many health insurance providers, such as Blue Cross and Blue 

Shield ("Gym & Fitness Center Discounts", 2016), offer discounts for monthly gym 

memberships; some office buildings have workout facilities that can be used during lunch 

hour; and the organic food movement encourages healthier eating choices. Habitual 

active lifestyles can also help explain longer life spans and this era of improved wellness 

and health care. A 2007, National Intramural-Recreational Sports Association (NIRSA) 

published a study that stated employee wellness programs are becoming more popular 

with employers (Bates, 2007). Employers know now that preventive health care is 

cheaper than loss of productivity that comes with a sick employee. In addition, this is also 

the generation who began the environmental movement and played a strong role in 

wilderness protection/education. Portions of the active baby boom generation choose to 

recreate outdoors, and their interest supports national trends.  

Since 1965 a continued national growth in the interest of outdoor activities have 

more than doubled and that these activities often offer elements of excitement and risk is 

not new (Dunn & Gulbis, 1976; Ewert, 1987; Attarian, 2001; Siikamäki, 2009). With that 

interest comes increased opportunities for active older adults to participate (Dunn & 

Gulbis, 1976). Opportunities provided by programs such as Elderhostel (now called 

Roads Scholar), University for Seniors, and Natural Habitat Adventures offer 

programming internationally that involves participants who are 55 and older in a wide 

range of activities, including outdoor activities such as an Ultimate Gorilla Photo Safari 

in Uganda, Africa, or viewing the northern lights in the artic circle (Natural Habitat 



   18 

 

Adventures, n.d.).  

Changing trends continue to be propelled by a large population that is preparing 

for, or already in retirement. Because of the desire to have an active lifestyle, increased 

free time, as well as financial ability to participate in adventure education (Ewert, 1983; 

McLean, et al., 2005b) there is also an opportunity to appreciate the natural environment. 

However, outdoor adventure education program providers find a lack of information 

about what motivates an active older adult to participate in outdoor programming. This 

study determined what those motivations are and explain how their trends might 

influence collegiate outdoor adventure education program opportunities in the future.  

Supporting Theories: 

Adult Learning Theory 

To discuss Adult Learning Theory a foundation of Adult Education (AE) is 

needed. American children and youth have had the luxury of being able to develop within 

systems of education over the last 150 years (Stubblefield & Keane, 1994). Adult 

education has been around for a similar period of time, but lacked such a systematic 

framework, such as K-12, colleges and universities. “Activities grew out of the efforts of 

individuals to improve themselves in various ways” (Stubblefield & Keane, 1994, p.1). 

As a profession AE is just over a century old, with the term gaining popularity in the 

1910’s (Merriam, 2001; Stubblefield & Keane, 1994).  In 1936, Lyman Bryson, a leader 

and professor of adult education defined AE broadly as, “all activities with an educational 

purpose that are carried on by people engaged in the ordinary business of life” (Bryson, 

1936, p 3-4). Stubblefield and Keane (1994) point out that Bryson maintains that a thirty-
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four year old masters student would be considered to be engaging in schooling, and a 

sixteen year old participating in activities to better him or herself would be considered to 

be engaging in AE. Stubblefield and Keane draw the line on the motive to improve ones’ 

self. As institutions began getting involved they found that they were offering a wide 

range of programing, from relational to occupational to remedial (Stubblefield & Keane, 

1994). Merriam & Grace (2011) argue that AE can be split into two categories: 

“On one side is adult education’s tradition as social education… 

social learning endeavors variously focused on education for citizenship, 

community building, recovering from economic and other hardships, and 

fighting oppression in the name of social justice. On the other side is the 

field’s pragmatic tendency to respond to outside pressures to become more 

instrumental and vocational in nature” (p. 1). 

Even with a long history, and many academics looking into what AE is there is no 

grounding theory or model that anchors adult learning, or explains the various situations 

and processes where learning best takes place for adults (Merriam, 2001). Because adult 

education is nebulous, the best that can be done is to look at a bigger picture. With an 

accurate description of how adult learning fits into education, there can be assumptions 

and hypotheses about adventure education programing.  

There are two “pillars” of adult learning theory; both Andragogy define it and 

Self-Directed Learning explains it (Merriam, 2001). However, as they are so engrained in 

the subject matter, and have had an impact on adult learning (Merriam, 2001), they 

warranted brief mention here. 
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Knowles (1980) first published the term Andragogy, and it “became a rallying 

point for those trying to define the field of adult education as separate from other areas of 

education” (Merriam, 2001, p. 5; O’Toole & Essex, 2012). Adults prefer to learn ‘in the 

moment’ (Tiedeman & Knowles, 1979; O’Toole & Essex, 2012). It stands to reason that 

if adults learn differently in formal settings, that they may also require slightly different 

approaches in non-formal or informal settings. 

Andragogy, Knowles’ (1988) term for adult education makes five assumptions:  

1 Self-concept- As a person matures his/her self concept moves 

from one of being a dependent personality toward one of being a 

self-directed human being 

2 Adult Learner Experience- As a person matures he/she 

accumulates a growing reservoir of experience that becomes an 

increasing resource for learning. 

3 Readiness to Learn- As a person matures his/her readiness to 

learn becomes oriented increasingly to the developmental tasks of 

his/her social roles. 

4 Orientation to Learning- As a person matures his/her time 

perspective changes from one of postponed application of 

knowledge to immediacy of application, and accordingly his/her 

orientation toward learning shifts from one of subject- 

centeredness to one of problem centeredness. 

5 Motivation to Learn- As a person matures the motivation to learn 
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is internal (p.12). 

Informal education, like the kind adventure education programming provided in 

this study, fit well into the idea of learning ‘in the moment’ and Self-Directed Learning 

(SDL).  For example an active older adult interested in learning how to fit a backpack for 

an extended trip in the San Juan Mountains can be shown how to adjust their straps to fit, 

but will learn through the constant adjustments required throughout the day which straps 

to tug on to tighten or loosen for their best comfort. This is the preferred way adults like 

to learn and also a form of SDL. The instructor that is along may help them problem 

solve an issue such as a broken strap, however the instructor is most likely not stopping 

to adjust the pack for the active older participant, as he might for a younger boy scout.  

Around the same time that Knowles was drawing a line in the sand in the early 

1980’s with Andragogy, Self-Directed Learning, the second pillar, was gaining 

popularity (Merriam, 2001).  This relates to a non-formal, or informal learning 

environment, where the motivation to learn is more intrinsic (O’Toole & Essex, 2012). 

There are a multitude of models of SDL, however, there is much discussion about which 

is the most correct, so it did not merit publication in this study. Many of them break 

adults learners into three SDL orientation subgroups: the goal, activity, and learning 

orientated (Kim & Marriam, 2004; Marriam, 2001; Parks et al., 2013). There is a strong 

connection to be made with Self-Determination Theory, which will be discussed in detail 

later in this chapter, as motivational theories are explored. For now, it is important to 

understand that adults’ preferred method of learning complements the way many 

adventure education programs deliver content. 
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A quick note about Mezirow’s transformative learning theory; both pillars of 

adult learning theory carry transformative undertones. Merzirow’s transformative 

learning theory often requires an event, or series of accumulating events, that lead up to a 

crisis that spurs the transformation (Welton, 1995). It is important to note that risk 

management practices within the adventure industry aim to mitigate higher levels of 

actual physical and emotional risk to participants, but perceived risk is often times used 

as a tool for change by wilderness therapy organizations. However, it is assumed that 

participants in this study did not sign up expecting risk levels to be so high as to cause a 

life altering event, so Mezirow’s transformative learning theory will not be explored any 

further for the purposes of this study. 

Age Stratification Theory 

 Age stratification theory is a theory of gerontology—the study of aging. Foner 

(2010) writes, “Age stratification perspective provides a framework for interpreting this 

social meaning of age and the manifold ways age meshes with social structure and social 

change” (Foner, 2010). Riley, (1971) investigated the stratification of different age 

groups, the society they live in and how they both changed over time.  This could mean 

that the researched cohort of baby boomers may not generalize to a different generational 

cohort based on the influence of society of the time.  

 Foner (2010) writes: 

 “Much analysis of aging emphasizes the points of transition over 

the life course from one stratum to another and the problems involved in 

these transitions: learning how to deal with changed physiological or 
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psychological states, discontinuities in roles or, even where no marked 

discontinuities exist, adjusting to added (or reduced) responsibilities, new 

role partners, and changed settings“(p. S343).  

For instance, a teenager gains the responsibility of driving with a license to 

operate a motor vehicle, but he/she must also find a job to pay for gas, car insurance, etc. 

Perhaps, now they are in charge of picking up and dropping off their younger siblings at 

school. The teenager’s role has shifted slightly to a caretaker role from one that is being 

purely taken care of.   

Active older adults’ roles change, as they get ready for retirement as well. There 

is the possibility of a drastic increase in free time, and opportunity to redefine themselves 

by the activities they choose to do (or not do) in their leisure, instead of their profession, 

arises. 

Student Development Theory: Challenge & Support  

Sanford’s (1968) Where Colleges Fail: A Study of the Student as a Person. Calls 

attention to the influences of challenge and support within an educational environment. 

Sanford (1968) makes the point that a balance must exist between the amounts of 

challenge a student experiences and the amount of support he/she receives. Too much 

challenge and a student may feel overwhelmed and opt out of the program. Too much 

support and the instructors end up enabling students that then feel bored and may chose 

another program. This is relevant to adventure education programs in that there is a need 

to be able to balance the challenges of the environment, activities, group dynamics, etc. 

and offering appropriate support to empower clientele.  
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Activity Theory 

Activity Theory maintains two avenues of successful aging. First, that the more 

active an aging adult is, the more successful that adult self-reports to be. Second, that 

maintenance of roles through participation in activities contributes to successful aging 

(McGuire, et al., 1999; Silverstein & Parker, 2002). This carries tones from the theories 

of Serious Leisure (Stebbins, 2015) and the quality of Durable Benefits, which will be 

discussed in detail later. Interpersonal experiences support role occupancy by providing 

opportunity for learning, or self-concept (McGuire, et al., 1999; Stebbins, 2015). 

McGuire, et al. (1999) reports, “Older people who reported the greatest frequencies of 

social activity also demonstrated the highest levels of life satisfaction.” (McGuire, et al., 

1999, p. 10) The National Institute for Health and Care Excellence (NICE) report 

meaningful activity, as a form of leisure has many benefits, such as socialization, 

physical and mental health (NICE, 2013; Silverstein & Parker, 2002). 

Rodríguez (2011) states in Chapter Three of Quality-of-Life Community Variables 

for Parks, Recreation and Tourism Management that, “Most of the empirical research 

that is available on the relationship between leisure and life satisfaction falls under leisure 

as an activity” (Budruk & Phillips, 2011, p. 29; Silverstein & Parker, 2002). Leisure as an 

activity, in simple terms, describes any activity done during free time, which would 

include activities such as bowling and watching movies (Rodríguez, 2011; Budruk & 

Phillips, 2011). Silverstein, & Parker, (2002) researched over the eleven-year period 

(1981-1992) the quality of life among older people in Sweden. The study found that 

“more than one-third added more domains of leisure activity than they dropped, 
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dispelling the myth that social withdrawal is normative to the transition between early 

and late old age” (Silverstein & Parker, 2002, p. 543-544). The study found that where 

activities were dropped others were started. Silverstein and Parker (2002) hypothesized 

that it may be correlational. For instance, perhaps a drop in participation in gardening 

because of a lack of flexibility might lead to more group outings such as walks with 

friends. This echoes what Ewert, et al., (2013) identified as a social factor of motivation.   

Benefits to the health of older adults can be a strong motivation for some active 

older adult participants. Looking closer at the motivation participants have to participate 

in adventure education programing helped define what a motivation is, and lead to the 

specific motivations of active older adults.  

Motivation Theory 

Defining motivation in adventure education comes with some inherent challenges. 

Motivation in itself seems to be an ever-evolving target that generates a multitude of 

theories. When looking through the lens of adventure education there are some specific 

challenges (Ewert, et al., 2013). Those challenges were identified as five distinct 

variables in determining the motivations of adventure participation. They are: 

• The “fluid nature” inherent in motivation 

• Influence of the level of experience 

• Variance of activity type 

• Influence of gender 

• Experiential base, or prior experience with an activity (Ewert, et al., 2013, 

p. 94) 
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While this review spends more time on intrinsic and extrinsic motivation in the 

discussion about Self-Determination Theory, Ewert and Hollenhorst (1989) studied the 

idea of internal and external motivation through the lens of adventure recreation.  

Intrinsic motivation is the internal motivation to “seek out novelty and challenges, to 

extend and exercise one's capacities, to explore, and to learn” (Ryan & Deci, 2000, p. 70). 

Extrinsic motivation is a larger concept that involves many other factors outside of the 

individual, such as peer pressure, and socially expected behavior. See Figure 2 below.  

Ewert and Hollenhorst built on the foundation of the Theory of Specialization 

(Bryan, 1977) to develop the Adventure Recreation Model (Ewert & Hollenhorst, 1989; 

Todd, Anderson, Young, & Anderson, 2002). Figure 2 shows the Adventure Model and 

the relationships between level of engagement, specific setting, and individual attributes 

sought by the participant (Ewert, et al., 2013). Simply put, as the challenge of the activity 

increases, so do other attributes such as, skill, participation, control, and risk. 
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Figure 2. The Adventure Model (Ewert & Hollenhorst, 1989) 

Figure 2 illustrates that as participants become more skilled and engaged in an 

activity their motivations change from extrinsic to intrinsic (Buckley, 2012; Ewert & 

Hollenhorst, 1989). The pressure to impress others fades, as personal growth may 

become a focus of participation in the activity. The concept of personal growth increasing 

as skills develop is echoed in Flow theory, which is explained in context of motivation.  

Flow in Context of Motivation 

Whereas anxiety might lie on one end of a spectrum of experience, and boredom 

on the opposite, flow would occupy the middle, within a range called optimal experience 
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(Lyng, 1990; Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  During an experience, when thoughts, intentions, 

feelings and all the other senses are focused on the same goal energy flows and it almost 

feels effortless (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990).  

 

Figure 3. Optimal Arousal or Flow Channel (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 74) 

Flow can help define an active older adult going through the transition of 

‘retirement’. In Figure 3, (A) represents newly retired Rick. (A1) is the place where Rick 

begins. Rick may be excited with all of this novel free time. The free time is new and 

exciting, the skill and challenge, low. If Rick decides to do nothing with this time he may 

move into Boredom (A2). Conversely, he could decide to try an activity he’s never done, 

perhaps a task he is not prepared to do and find himself at (A3), full of anxiety at his lack 

of skill. Rick wants to be challenged, but not stressed enough to be considered doing 

Edgework. He might then choose to move himself from (A2 or A 3) to (A4) by taking a 

guided weekend backpacking trip socializing with other active older adults. In (A4), “The 

self becomes more differentiated as a result of flow because overcoming a challenge 
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inevitably leaves a person feeling more capable, more skilled” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, 

p. 41). Rick becomes a skilled backpacker and is recognized as such and invited on other 

trips, which in turn, provides more opportunity for skills growth and flow.  

There are some who prefer to test their own limitations, be it based on skill, or 

environment. They like the anxiety, and the self-discovery that can be found a step 

beyond the optimal experience, closer to the edge. 

Edgework in Context of Motivation 

While Hunter S. Thompson coined the term “edgework” Lyng (1990) gathered 

information from many different sources to form the theory.  On discussion about how 

Thompson used edgework,  “Indeed, negotiating the boundary between life and death, 

consciousness and unconsciousness, and sanity and insanity is a central theme in 

Thompson's work” (Lyng, 1990, p. 855). In the same study, Lyng points out that while 

Thompson wrote about the central theme, it has much wider applications. Lyng (1990) 

continues, “In abstract terms, edgework is best understood as an approach to the 

boundary between order and disorder, form and formlessness” (Lyng, 1990, p. 858). 

Perhaps to a lesser degree, active older adults also enjoy the process of self-discovery that 

happens along the edge. With the potential loss of their professional identity, edgework 

provides an opportunity for self-actualization.  

For example, an active older adult might be able to draw a connection to the skills 

they used when problem solving a critical civil engineering issue, to how they plan for 

and manage risk for their group on an extended backpacking trip through the Sierra 

Mountains. Edgework operates on the extreme limits of human capabilities and the 
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general population may not be as comfortable that close to the edges of experience. The 

loss of a vocational identity creates a space for self-discovery for active older adults. The 

activities chosen during leisure time while mid-career have an opportunity to be taken 

more seriously post-career, and then become part of a new identity.   

It may not be necessary for participants to take such drastic leaps toward the edge 

of safety for personal growth, or to rediscover themselves. However, that doesn’t mean 

active older adults adopt a laissez–faire attitude either.  

Serious Leisure in Context of Motivation 

At first glance it may seem this kind of motivation is a pun, at best, an oxymoron 

(Stebbins, 2015). The three types of serious leisure are amateurism, hobbyist pursuits, 

and volunteering (Stebbins, 2015).  

Stebbins’ research has identified six distinct qualities “that give the concept of 

serious leisure… important breadth of scope” (2015, p. 256). Of those six qualities, for 

the purpose of this paper, there is a greater focus on the fourth--the quality of Durable 

Benefits. 

Durable Benefits: 

Eight durable benefits (Stebbins, 1979, 1980, 1982) found by 

amateurs in their various pursuits: self-actualization, self-enrichment, 

recreation or renewal of self, feelings of accomplishment, enhancement of 

self-image, self-expression, social interaction and belonginess (sic), and 

lasting physical products of the activity (p. 257). 
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 Through serious leisure, self-actualization [self-discovery], social interaction, 

self-enrichment [learning], and a sense of belonging are important to the concept of why 

individuals choose to participate in an activity. Reflecting back to the previous topic of 

Activity Theory where active adults feel successful, and find role-identity as through 

participation in activities. 

These theories lay the groundwork for the motivations and the mental space 

occupied by active older adults during this life stage. Active older adults are increasingly 

finding opportunities [time, ability and income] to recreate. Many are physically fit and 

view learning as a life-long activity. Trends are growing toward having adventures, and 

being outside (Attarain, 2001; Parks, et al., 2013).    

Self-Determination Theory in Context of Motivation 

Supporting research by Ryan, & Deci, (2000) is Self-Determination Theory 

(SDT) as well as the role and how much environments effect our motivation. Ryan, Kuhl, 

& Deci, (1997) state, “SDT is an approach to human motivation and personality that uses 

traditional empirical methods while employing an organismic meta-theory that highlights 

the importance of humans' evolved inner resources for personality development and 

behavioral self-regulation” (Ryan, Kuhl, & Deci, 1997, p. 69).  SDT addresses intrinsic 

and extrinsic motivations; divides them into smaller concepts and includes the mental 

space occupied by the participant.  
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Figure 4. The Self-Determination Model. (Deci, & Ryan, 2000)  

Figure 4 is a Venn diagram showing three innate psychological needs. When 

participants possess all three for a given activity they find intrinsic motive to participate. 

If there is a limitation of any of the three, competence, autonomy, and relatedness it 

directly affects the motive of the participant to continue.  

Similar to Self Directed Learning--a pillar of Adult Learning Theory (Merriam, 

2001), which was discussed earlier in this chapter; SDT divides adult learners into three 

subgroups of motivation to learn. The SDT motivation subgroups in general are 

performance, personal experience, and wellbeing (Ryan & Deci, 2000).  Reflecting back 

to SDL, there are some correlations between types of motivation/orientation subgroups 

(the goal, activity, and learning orientated) of SDL and SDT’s (performance, personal 

experience, and well-being). Both the subgroups of goal (SDL) and performance (SDT) 

are connected to the end result. Participants are asking questions such as, ‘Did I make it?’ 

(SDL) and ‘How did I do?’ (SDT). Similarly, SDL’s activity oriented and SDT’s 
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personal experience are focused on the event, or a reflection back to a specific time.  

Both final subgroups, learning (SDL) and wellbeing (SDT), address the issue of older 

adults’ desire for enrichment. This makes sense when the origin of motivation is 

considered—in this case a motivated active older adult participant.  

SDT looks at the intrinsic motivation, extrinsic motivation, and amotivation and 

how they determine our motivations to participate in an activity.  Intrinsic motivation, 

again, is internal motivation. It is the most self-determined and these activities are done 

for pleasure and satisfaction (Lavergne, Sharp, Pelletier, & Holtby, 2010).  

Extrinsic motivation helps to explain how people can regulate their behavior for 

desired or specific outcomes. Ryan and Deci (2000) established four types of behavior 

regulation, listed here in hierarchical order according to self-determination: 

1. Integration- Activities done for self-expression 

2. Identification- Activities done to primarily meet goals 

3. Introjection- Activities done out of guilt or shame (social pressure) 

4. External Regulation- Activities done for incentives/disincentives 

(Lavergne, et al., 2010, p 170). 

Amotivation refers to the absence of motivation, or a lack of intent to act (Ryan & 

Deci, 2000). Perhaps that is due to any number of reasons, for example lack of 

knowledge to perform a task; the outcome might not be desired; or the actions might not 

lead to a desired result (Lavergne, et al., 2010).  
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Trends	in	Outdoor	Programming		

With the establishment of the Association for Experiential Education (AEE) in 

1975, came data of a continual rise in general adventure programing (Attarain, 2001). 

Through identification of participant motivations outdoor providers can market 

and develop programing that meets the needs of active older adult clients. From the 

standpoint of the adventure industry this makes financial sense. The adventure industry 

has a great opportunity to serve the largest demographic shift in United States history 

(Cruse & Hillman, 2012; McLean, et al., 2005b). Providing adventure education 

programs specifically to the next wave of adventure participants is a timely opportunity. 

Because of this changing generational shift, the motivations and opportunities for the 

active older adult adventure participant are beneficial to identify. Buckley (2012) states, 

“The motivations of adventure tourists are significant for tourism both as a category of 

human behaviour (sic) and as a trillion dollar global industry” (Buckley, 2012, p. 961; 

Attarian, 2001; Myllykangas, Gosselink, Foose, & Gaede, 2002). Table 1 identifies the 

trends by outdoor activity in participants and participant days from the years 1999 to 

2008.  
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Table 1.  
Trends in numbers of people participating in outdoor activities related to this study 
(Outdoor Foundation, 2015).  

Outdoor Participation by Activity   (Ages 6+)                                                                                                                                                                                                
** All participation numbers in this table are in the thousands (000).  

  2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 
3-Year 
change 

Climbing	
(Traditional/Ice/	
Mountaineering)		

1,586	 2,062	 2,288	 1,835	 2,198	 1,609	 2,189	 2,319	 2,457	 16.00%	

Climbing 
(Sport/Indoor/ 
Boulder)  

4,728 4,514 4,769 4,313 4,770 4,119 4,592 4,745 4,536 3.50% 

Kayaking 
(Sea/Touring)  1,136 1,485 1,780 1,771 2,144 2,029 2,446 2,694 2,912 12.90% 

Kayaking 
(Whitewater) 828 1,207 1,242 1,369 1,842 1,546 1,878 2,146 2,351 15.10% 

Canoeing 9,154 9,797 9,935 10,058 10,553 9,787 9,839 10,153 10,044 0.90% 
 

Table 1 indicates that the activities have grown in that three-year period. Ewert et 

al.’s (2013) Beyond “ Because It ’ s There ” Motivations for Pursuing Adventure 

Recreational Activities examined flat-water canoeing, sea kayaking, whitewater kayaking 

and rock climbing over a similar time frame. Over a three-year change sea kayaking had 

a positive growth of 12.90%; Canoeing had a growth of .09% and rock climbing dropped 

by 19.5% (combined). The Outdoor Foundation (2015) data shows an increase in 

participation in all four of these activities. However, these trends carry implications for 

the adventure industry. Understanding the motivations participants have will strengthen 

the programing that is offered.  

As the demographic shifts so should the programs offered (Parks, et al., 2013). By 

exploring these various trends, it becomes evident that adventure recreation plays an 

important and significant role in the American leisure experience (Attarian, 2001). 
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In 2001, climbing and whitewater paddling have a history of growth; mountain 

biking grew 87% to 8.6 million participants, while backpacking and wilderness camping 

increased 60% and 50% respectively (Attatian, 2001 p. 142; National Sporting Goods 

Association (NSGA), 2001; Outdoor Recreation Coalition of America, 1998).  By 2009, 

over a third (39%) of the 137.8 million Americans were in the 45 plus age group 

(Outdoor Foundation [OF], 2010). In the same OF study 82% of the participants 

indicated that they planned to spend more time participating in outdoor activities in 2010 

(p. 17).  OF also found that among men, outdoor activities are more popular than both 

indoor fitness activities and team sports among all age groups up to ages 66 and older (p. 

22).  Bly (2001) found that “the typical adventure traveler is a 47-year-old woman, with 

females both planning and participating in at least half of all commercial trips” (Bly, 

2001, p. 29; Attarian, 2001). 

The NSGA (2014) found some of the key drivers of the sporting goods industry 

included age groups, income and health consciousness (p.1). This indicates that the 

demographic shift that is coming carries with it the power to drive industry. In this case 

the $60 billion industry of the NSGA. 

There are many different opportunities for adventure education programming, as 

illustrated in Table 1.  Sugarman (2000) researched the current practices of 179 

organizations. The results were that 79% offered outdoor experiences to active older 

adults (p. 13). Speaking to the trends of outdoor programing— “of the respondents, 3% 

began targeting [active] older adults in the 1970s, 25% in the 1980s, and 62% in the 

1990s” (Sugarman, 2000, p 13). Pitman, Broomhall, McEwan, & Majocha’s (2010) 
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research identified that learning was the overall dominant principle for active older adult 

participation in adventure education (p. 223).  

Role of Adventure Education and Tourism 

Pitman, et al. (2010) looked into adult learning and the educational tourism in 

Australia. This qualitative study found three key ideas in adventure tourism [education]. 

It was first, intrinsically intentional; secondly, it had a strong experiential component; 

and finally, there was an element of structure, which included things like daily themes, or 

lesson plans (Pitman, et al., 2010). 

By getting out and participating in activities, active older adults remain physically 

active. The benefit of physical activity is well researched for all age groups. Sjögren & 

Stjernberg (2010) looked at 999 individuals 60-96 years of age living in the southeastern 

part of Sweden between 2001-2003, and found that outdoor recreational physical activity 

has restorative effects on well being, and again, that the promotion of such activities may 

not be adequate (p. 8). 

Chapter Summary  

 
This literature review has discussed research on learning theories, educational 

constructs, social demographic changes, industry trends and motivation. This study 

explores topics that have an ancestry of research stretching back to early 1900’s to 

research that is comparatively new.  Through this literature several broad conclusions can 

be made. There is a demographic shift of historical proportions coming, as most baby 

boomers will be retired by 2029. Their impact on the recreation industry will effect how 

businesses market, develop, and implement adventure education programming. It is 
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important to continue to study how adults learn. The possible motivational theories and 

frameworks that encourage this population of active older adults to participate in 

adventure education programming will need to be understood to prepare to offer services 

that meet their needs. 

Moving forward this study used this knowledge base to guide the research 

questions about the motivations of adult users in outdoor programming in higher 

education and how trends and demands influence outdoor program opportunities.  

The following is an overview of the key concepts guiding the general thesis of 

this study (see Table 2). 

Table 2.  
Key concepts summary  

Key Concepts Explanation Key References 
   
 
Adult Learning 
Theory 

 
Refers to adult education has been 

around professionally for nearly a 
century. In all that time, there is no 
grounding theory or model that 
anchors adult learning, or explains 
the various situations and processes 
where learning takes place for 
adults.  The terms Andragogy and 
Self-Directed Learning (SDL) are 
often referred to as the pillars of 
adult education. 

 
(Merriam, 2001), 

(Knowles, 1980), (O’Toole 
& Essex, 2012), (Kim & 

Marriam, 2004), (Parks et 
al., 2013) 

Age 
Stratification 

Theory 

Refers to the interaction of different 
age groups, the society and how 
they both changed over time. Age 
stratification theory ties closely 
with gerontology—the study of 
aging. 

(Riley, 1971), (Tascarella, 
2015)  
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Activity Theory Refers to two avenues of successful 
aging. First, that the more active an 
aging adult is, the more successful 
that adult self-reports to be. 
Secondly, that maintenance of roles 
through participation in activities 
contributes to successful aging.  

(McGuire, et al., 1999), 
(National Institute for 

Health and Care Excellence 
(NICE), 2013), (Stebbins, 

2015) 

Student 
Development 

Theory: 
Challenge & 

Support 
 

Motivation 
Theory 

Refers to the balance between student 
challenge and support. Too much 
of either and the student may 
become either too stressed to 
continue or bored.  

 
Refers to the intrinsic or extrinsic 

source of motivation and how 
different variables affect 
willingness to participate in 
adventure education programing. A 
nebulous concept that is difficult to 
pinpoint because of the many 
variables that effect motivation.  

(Sanford, 1968) 
 
 
 
 
 

(Ewert & Hollenhorst, 
1989), (Ryan & Deci, 

2000a), (Todd, et al., 2002), 
(Bryan, 1977), (Ewert, et 

al., 2013), (Buckley, 2012) 

Self-
Determination 

Theory in 
Context of 
Motivation 

Refers to human motivation and 
behavioral self-regulation. SDT 
divides adult learners into three 
subgroups of motivation to learn, in 
general: performance, personal 
experience, and wellbeing.  

(Ryan, Kuhl, & Deci, 
1997), (Ryan & Deci, 
2000a), (Ryan & Deci, 

2000b),  (Lavergne, et al., 
2010)  

Edgework in 
Context of 
Motivation 

Refers to the idea some people like to 
see how close to death they can get 
but still live through the experience 
and in the process there exists a 
possibility to learn something about 
themselves. Edgework is a term 
borrowed from Hunter S. 
Thompson.  

(Lyng, 1990), (Buckley, 
2012), (Thompson, 1971) 

Flow in Context 
of Motivation 

Refers to a time during an 
experience, when thoughts, 
intentions, feelings and all the other 
senses are focused on the same 
goal, energy flows and it almost 
feels effortless. 

(Lyng, 1990),  
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990)  
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Serious Leisure 
in Context of 
Motivation 

Refers to the activity of searching for 
leisure activities with opportunities 
to show abilities, live up to 
potential, and a way to identify 
themselves. For this paper the 
concept of Serious Leisure is 
narrowed down to one of the six 
qualities, Durable Benefits. 

(Stebbins, 1979, 1980, 
1982, 2015)  

Trends in 
Outdoor 

Programming  

With the establishment of the 
Association for Experiential 
Education (AEE) in 1975, came a 
continual rise in general adventure 
programing. As active older adults 
and outdoor programming continue 
to interact, growing trends can 
begin to be recognized. As the 
demographic shifts so should the 
programs offered. By exploring 
various trends, it becomes evident 
that adventure recreation plays an 
important and significant role in the 
American leisure experience. 

(Attarain, 2001), (Parks, et 
al., 2013), (Outdoor 

Foundation [OF], 2010), 
(National Sporting Goods 

Association (NSGA), 
2001), (Outdoor Recreation 

Coalition of America, 
1998), (Bly, 2001), 

(Sugarman, 2000), (Pitman 
et al., 2010)  

Role of 
Adventure 

Education and 
Tourism 

Refers to three key ideas in adventure 
tourism [education]. First, 
intrinsically intentional; secondly, 
it had a strong experiential 
component; and finally, there was 
an element of structure, which 
included things like daily themes, 
or lesson plans. 

(Pitman, et al., 2010), 
(Sjögren, & Stjernberg, 

2010)  
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Chapter	3	
Methods	

 
 

This chapter describes the methods of this study. It includes research design, use 

of data, and analysis. The research questions guiding this study are: 

• RQ1:	“What	are	the	motivations	of	active	older	adult	participants	who	

participate	in	adventure	education	programming?”	

• RQ2:	"What	are	the	trends	in	the	motivations	of	active	older	adult	

populations	who	participate	in	adventure	education	programming?”	

• RQ3:	"Is	there	a	difference	between	genders	of	active	older	adult	participants	

in	adventure	education	programming?"		

The following sequence describes the specific methods that are used in this study. 

Design 

 The design of this study was Secondary Data Analysis. Secondary data analysis 

uses existing data that has been collected for a previous study, with the intent to use that 

data for a distinct purpose that is different than the original study (Hinds, Vogel, & 

Clarke-Steffen, 1997). 

The data were collected between the period of 2000 and 2008 and were used in a 

motivational study of adventure participants based on skill, activity type, age and gender. 

The study was published by the authors of Beyond “ Because It ’ s There ” Motivations 

for Pursuing Adventure Recreational Activities (Ewert, et al, 2013). The original study 

conducted self-administered survey research in order to identify the motivations of 

participants to participate in adventure recreational activities. The secondary analysis use 
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of the data allows use of previously collected data, increasing the usefulness of the 

previous author’s efforts and pushing research in this area another step forward (Heaton, 

1998). 

Sample 

 The original 2013 study, collected data for six years over a timeframe of eight 

years; 2000, 2002, 2003, 2006, 2007 and 2008 at an university-based adventure education 

program over eight summers (Ewert, et al, 2013). The program was located in the upper 

Midwest (Minnesota) in the United States and provided a variety of instruction in outdoor 

adventure education for a range of skill levels from beginner to advanced and included a 

variety of adventure activities (e.g. sea kayaking, rock climbing, whitewater paddling, & 

canoeing) (Ewert, et al, 2013). Ewert, et al, (2013) reported that, “Participants were 

principally from throughout the U.S. with a mean age of 28.0 years and a median age of 

23.0 (age range (13-68) (Ewert, et al, p. 10, 2013). The sample size was 801. The original 

design was a longitudinal-trend analysis using a modified instrument from the 1989 study 

(Ewert & Hollenhorst, 1989). 

Subjects 

 The subjects used in the 2013 study consisted of an age range 13-68 and were 

enrolled in courses ranging from beginner to advanced skill levels. The gender split was 

58.2% self-identified as male (Ewert, et al, 2013). Participants were adventure recreators 

who were interested in instruction in the following activity types: canoeing (flat water 

conditions), whitewater (canoeing and kayaking), sea kayaking, and rock climbing 

(Ewert, et al, 2013). Participants could have been involved in multiple activity types.  
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For the purpose of this study, the subjects were gleaned from the 2013 data set and 

consisted of all participants in the age range of 45-68 years old. This age range was 

determined because by 2011 the baby boom generation began turning 65 years old, and is 

considered to be a driving force on our economy (Colby & Ortman, 2014, p.1). The time 

frame of the original study (2000-2008) allowed determination the motivations of active 

older adults, who may, at the time of this study, be within reach of 65 or older. 

Conditions of setting 

Data were collected from the University of Minnesota-Duluth Recreational Sports 

and Outdoor Program summer adventure education programs. Data were collected from 

all participants over the entire summer of May 15 through August 15 in each of the 

following years: 2000, 2002, 2003, 2006, 2007, and 2008. No structured college courses 

for students were included. This was because too many outdoor education studies use a 

convenience sample of researchers’ college students. This creates obvious biases and is a 

criticism of outdoor educational research. By selecting an adventure education program 

with the ability to offer beginning courses, as well as instructor certifications, the original 

authors were able to reflect on a more inclusive picture of participants who chose to 

spend their free time and money on adventure education programming. The instrument 

was administered just prior to the course starting and was administered by the course 

instructor. All course instructors were taught how, when, and why to administer the 

instrument. For this study, all participants in the age range of 45-68 were re-analyzed to 

determine their motivations for participating in an adventure education program. 
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Instrumentation  

 The instrument used in the original study consisted of a 40-item questionnaire, 

which was adapted from a study by Ewert & Hollenhorst (1989) (Ewert, et al, 2013). 

 Ewert, et al in 2013 explained: 

The first 18 items asked participants to rate their skill and experience 
levels relative to the selected adventure activities. To determine the experience 
level of each respondent within each activity type, a set of questions established 
the extent of experience for each respondent (e.g., “How many times per year do 
you participate in “x” activity?” or, “I am usually a leader, co-leader, or follower 
when participating with a group of people in this activity”).  For example, being 
able to sea kayak in 5’ waves implies both a high level of skill and experience on 
the part of the respondent.  In this case, sea kayaking experience level was 
measured in the following ways: (a) “What is the highest level of difficulty that 
you feel comfortable sea kayaking?” Flat, calm water; 1’-3’ waves; 4’-6’ waves; 
or, 7’+ waves); (b) “Who are the people you prefer to participate with?” (e.g., 
alone; part of an organized group; with a group of friends); and (c) “What is the 
frequency of participation? (Including number of years they had been involved in 
the activity)” (p. 10). 

 

Analysis 

Data for this study were separated from the total sample of 801 to include only 

those participants in the age range of 45-68 years old. The statistical analyses, using 

SPSS v 22, were: 

Descriptive statistics 

Descriptive statistics determined the number of responses per instrument item. It 

identified the range of responses as well as indicates the number of the 45 original 

motivations, by using measures of central tendency, specifically means. 

  The descriptive statistics described and summarized the data, which helped paint a 

broad picture of the sample.  
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 Cross-tabulations were used to determine motivations by gender, motivations by 

activity type, and motivations by skill level. 

Pearson Correlation Coefficient Procedure 

 The use of Pearson Correlation Coefficients (CORR) analysis compared each 

motivational variable individually with other motivational variables. This identified if 

participants who selected one motivation also tended to choose a different motivational 

variable in correlation to each other (e.g. participants that may have chosen the 

motivational variable ‘Exhilaration’ as a motivation to take part in an activity may have 

also chose the motivational variable ‘Challenge’ as well).  

 The data from the Pearson Correlation Procedure also strengthened the principle 

motivational variables found through the use of a Principle Component Analysis as they 

were measured in relation to their attributes. 

Principle Component Analysis 

A Principal Component Analysis (PCA) was used to reduce the highly 

dimensional motivational variables in the data. A PCA can be utilized to better 

understand the origins of variation in a data set, and aid in generating predictive models 

by summarizing variances in a set of measures (Abdi & Williams, 2010). 

 A PCA identified the principal components that represented a linear combination 

of the original motivational variables, and lists them in a descending order where the first 

principal component represented as much variation in the data as possible. The next 

principal component accounted for as much of the remaining variation as possible and is 

statistically independent from previous principal components. From this information a 
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number of factors were chosen and a factor analysis performed (Abdi & Williams, 2010). 

Thus, the factors identified through the PCA helped to determine the primary motivations 

for the study age group to participate in an adventure education program experience. 

Factor Analysis 

 There are two options within Factor Analysis: Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) 

and Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA). This study was an exploratory study and thusly 

used EFA. The intent of an EFA is to recognize any underlying structure in a large set of 

motivational variables, whereas CFA’s goal is to test an existing model, which moves a 

CFA outside the scope of this study (S. Carlson, personal communication, December 14, 

2015).  

Motivation is a complex concept to measure. An EFA is another tool that helped 

identify the relationships between the motivational variables. It analyzed the whole of the 

data collected, and filtered it down into interpretable sets of data. The EFA further refined 

which are the primary factors, or motivational variables, that comprise the motivations 

for participation of active older adults in adventure education program experiences. In 

other words, if the study finds that there are four factors that make up 80% of the 

responses given the study would look at those four factors as representatives of the whole 

(Rahn, n.d.).  

Varimax Rotations 

 Finally, varimax rotations were used to better interpret the study’s findings. There 

are two types of rotation: Orthogonal and Oblique. Orthogonal rotation minimizes the 

correlation between factors or components, which produced distinct factors/components. 
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In an oblique it correlations are allowed. Both oblique and orthogonal rotations were run. 

Orthogonal rotation was used to maximize the best ‘fit’ of primary motivational 

variables. The closer the motivational variable was to 1 the stronger the ‘fit’ can be (9.11-

Varimax Rotation, 2015).  This statistical tool provided the final determination as to 

which were the primary motivations for this study’s age group to participate in adventure 

education program activities. This is also referred to as the ‘simple structure’ (S. Carlson, 

personal communication, December 14, 2015). 

Conclusion  

This secondary data analysis used the data collected by the authors of Beyond “ 

Because It’s There ” Motivations for Pursuing Adventure Recreational Activities (Ewert, 

et al, 2013).  The sample was taken from the original data that was collected from six 

years (2000, 2002, 2003, 2006, 2007, and 2008) over an eight-year time frame, with an 

original sample size of 801 (Ewert, et al, 2013). This study focused on the upper age-

range (45-68 years old) in order to answer the following three research questions: 

• RQ1:	“What	are	the	motivations	of	active	older	adult	participants	who	

participate	in	adventure	education	programming?” 

• RQ2:	"What	are	the	trends	in	the	motivations	of	active	older	adult	

populations	who	participate	in	adventure	education	programming?”	

• RQ3:	"Is	there	a	difference	between	genders	of	active	older	adult	participants	

in	adventure	education	programming?"		

There are a number of statistical tools available. After using descriptive statistics to 

help summarize the data and determine motivations by gender, activity type, and skill 
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level, the Pearson Correlation Coefficients Procedure identified which motivations were 

correlated and which were not. Principle Component Analysis and an Exploratory Factor 

Analysis reduced the multi-faceted data into summarized sets of measures, which then is 

put through a Varimax Rotation in order to limit correlations and produce a simple 

structure that created distinct factors which then was the final determination of which 

motivational factors explain why active older adults participate in adventure education 

program experiences. Finally, these motivations were charted to determine the extent that 

they change, or are stable, over the time span of the data collection period. 
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Chapter	4	
Analysis	

 
This chapter presents the results of the analysis using a variety of statistical tools 

used to answer the following three research questions: 

• RQ1:	“What	are	the	motivations	of	active	older	adult	participants	who	

participate	in	adventure	education	programming?”	

• RQ2:	"What	are	the	trends	in	the	motivations	of	active	older	adult	

populations	who	participate	in	adventure	education	programming?”	

• RQ3:	"Is	there	a	difference	between	genders	of	active	older	adult	participants	

in	adventure	education	programming?"		

First, descriptive statistics were used to generate a picture of the general 

characteristics of the sample in regards to gender, age groups, skill, activity preference, 

and motivation variables means scores. The motivational variables were correlated using 

Pearson Correlation Coefficients to identify which motivational variables were most 

closely associated with each other. Third, a Principle Component Analysis was 

performed to begin grouping motivational variables into factors. Then Varimax factor 

rotations were performed to identify possible motivations of active older adults in this 

study. Final Communality Estimates for both varimax rotations (orthogonal and oblique) 

and factor rotations were given in order to show how individual motivational variables 

ranked in regards to motivation as a means to determine what the key motivational 

variables were for active older adults participation in outdoor adventure education 

programs.  
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Descriptive	Statistics	

Descriptive statistics were used to show the demographics of the respondents 

regarding gender, skill level, and age. The motivational variable of age was further 

broken down into age by: activity, skill level, and years of participation.   

As this is a secondary analysis of previously collected data, there are inherent 

challenges, such as the original study did not collect all the necessary data for all years of 

data collection. In this case, age data was not collected for the years 2002 and 2003. As 

such, this study had a total of 71 respondents out of the original 801 respondents, which 

is still a statistically significant population.  

Distribution of Age 

 
Figure 5. Distribution of active older adult age groups 

 As Figure 5 shows the age demographic is very left skewed, with higher 

populations in the 45-50 and the 51-55 active older adult age groups. The populations of 

each age group break down as: 45-50 age group had a total of 26 participants (36.6%); 
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51-55 age group had 29 participants (40.9%); 56-60 age group had 11 participants 

(15.5%); 61-65 had 3 participants (4.2%) and 66-70 age group had 2 participants (2.8%).  

Gender 

 
Figure 6. Break down of self-identifying gender of active older adults 

 Figure 6 illustrates that Males accounted for 51 of the 71 participants (71.8%). 
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Population of Gender by Age Group 

 
Figure 7. Population of Gender by Age Group 

 Figure 7 illustrates that in every age group the male population had more 

representation. Active older adult females were only represented in the first three age 

groups, 45-60 (combined) years old (28.2%). 
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Variable	MEANS	

Table 3.  
The MEANS Procedure in ranked order 

The	MEANS	Procedure	

Variable	 Label	 N	 Mean	
NatEnviro	 Natural	Environment	 71	 37.27	
SkillDevelop		 Skill	Development		 71	 34.25	
Values	 Values	 71	 33.52	
Novelty		 Novelty	 71	 32.93	
Test	 Test	(Self)	 71	 30.86	
Goals	 Goals	 70	 29.21	
Challenge		 Challenge		 71	 28.72	
Accomp	 Accomplishment	 71	 28.08	
OutRoutine	 Out	of	Routine	 71	 27.43	
Exhil	 Exhilaration	 71	 25.67	
Friends	 Friends	 71	 25.49	
Interact	 Interact	 70	 23.87	
Control	 Control	 71	 22.73	
SelfExpr	 Self	Expression	 71	 22.48	
Team	 Team	 71	 22.27	
UseGear		 Use	Gear	 71	 16.03	
Danger	 Danger	 71	 15.90	
Known	 Known	As	 71	 11.54	
ShowOthers		 Show	Others		 71	 10.08	

 

The MEANS Procedure determines the number of responses per instrument item. 

It identified the range of responses, as well as the 19 motivational variables (see Table 3) 

of the original 45 motivational variables that were significant, by using measures of 

central tendency specifically mean scores. The 19 motivational variables are presented in 

Table 3 in rank order, with the highest mean score being first (motivation to be in the 

natural environment). 
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Figure 8. Gender trends by proportion (%)  

In Figure 8 Male and Female scores are shown based by percent to show they are 

proportionally similar. Active older adult males reported that their motivation to 

participate in outdoor adventure activities were to be in the natural environment; for skill 

development; and for novelty (to do something new) more often than any other 

motivational variable. Conversely, males scored lowest on motivations for skill rate, to 

show others a skill and being known as a climber/kayaker/canoeist. These low 

motivational variables imply a strong sense of self or high self-esteem (based on Ewert, 

et. al., 2013 motivation groupings). 

Females scored high in being motivated to participate in outdoor adventure 

activities to be the natural environment; for the personal value of the experience; and for 

novelty (to do something new). Conversely, females scored lowest on the motivational 

variables of wanting to be known as, to show others a skill, danger and rating their own 

skill. Ultimately, these results show that older active females and males participate in 

outdoor adventure activities for very similar reasons. 
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Participant Age Group by Year 

 
Figure 9. Participant Age Group by Year (2002 and 2003 omitted due to lack of data 
collected in original study) 
 
 Figure 9 indicates that in the collection year 2000 all age groups show 

participation representation, but following years (2006, 2007, 2008) have a drop off in 

participation.  With the exception of 2007, between the age groups 45-50 & 51-55, all 

years show a general decline in participation of active older adults with increase in age. 

The cause of this is unknown. Participation trends with the UMD Outdoor Program have 

been steady overall.  
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Skill Level, Gender & Age Groups 

	
Figure 10. A cross-reference of Skill & Age Group 

In Figure 10, skill levels over all age range groups presented as 25.4% (n=71) were 

classified as beginner; 36.6% (n=71) as intermediate; 30%(n=71) as advanced and 8% 

(n=71) had no response. Participant skill was identified both through course selection and 

self-identification of skill level. The first 18 items of the original survey, evaluated by 

cross-reference the experience levels in relation to course activity, and participants 

expressed skill level and number of times an activity was performed. Industry standards 

modeled after the American Canoe Association and the American Mountain Guides 

Association were used to determine the categories of beginner, intermediate, and 

advanced skill levels for all the adventure recreation activities in the original study 

(Gilbertson & Ewert, 2015).  

Every skill level of active older adults, beginner, intermediate, and advanced are 

represented in the age groups 45-50, 51-55, and 56-60. The age groups 61-65 and 66-70 
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show representation only of beginner and intermediate, the skill level of advanced is not 

represented.  There were 6 participants who chose no response.  

There are more intermediate active older adults in the age groups 45-50, and 51-55 

than in any other skill level, or older age groups. Skill levels beginner, intermediate, and 

advanced all showed a participant increase in the age group 51-55. 

 
Figure 11. A cross-reference of Gender & Skill 

 After cross tabulations of skill, gender and age group, Figure 11 shows a similar 

trend between both the genders. Both males and females tend to show lower participation 

in the intermediate skill level, but increase in the beginner and advanced skill levels.  
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Activity by Gender & Age Group 

 
 Figure 12. Active Older Adult Participant Activity by Gender & Age Group. 

Figure 12 suggests that when the different activities are cross-referenced by age 

groups and gender the whitewater activity was more popular for 45-55 year old males 

than females of the same age ranges. However, the activity sea kayaking has a sharp 

increase in female representation in three age groups that range 45 through 60.  

Of the four program offerings, sea kayaking was the most popular, by population, 

and all age groups with 41% (n=71) of active older adults choosing sea kayaking over the 

other three. White water paddling showed representation across the 45-55 and 61-65 age 

groups and 38% (n=71) of the overall sample population. Canoeing and climbing had 

representation in the first three age groups, but lacked representation in the upper age 

ranges. Over all, they represented 15% (n=71) and 6% (n=71) respectively, of the total 

sample. With the exception of sea kayaking, the age group 51-55 indicates a trend of 

higher participant numbers than other age groups per activity.  
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Pearson	Correlation	Coefficients		

 The motivational variables that showed the strongest correlation were exhilaration 

& feelings of accomplishment (r = 0.93); Exhilaration & challenge of the activity (r = 

0.91); Feelings of accomplishment & challenge of the activity (r = 0.95); Teamwork & 

getting to hang out with friends (r = 0.92); Teamwork & interaction with others (r = 0.9); 

Novelty of the activity & doing something Out of the Routine (r = 0.9); skill development 

& to test themselves (r = 0.91); Skill development & to be in the natural environment (r = 

0.92); to meet personal Goals & to test themselves (r = 0.94); to meet personal goals & 

value of the activity and the setting (r = 0.96); to test themselves & values of the activity 

and the setting (r = 0.91) and finally, to be in the natural environment & value of the 

activity and the setting (r = 0.91).  
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Principle	Component	Analysis	

Table 4.  
Principle Component Analysis (PCA)  

PCA	
		 Mean	
Natural	
Environment	 36.9	

Skill	Development		 33.9	
Novelty	 33.7	
Values	 33.0	
Test	 30.6	
Goals	 28.4	
Challenge		 28.2	
Accomplishment	 28.0	
Out	of	Routine		 27.8	
Exhilaration	 25.7	
Friends		 25.5	
Interact		 24.1	
Control		 22.8	
Team	 22.6	
Self	Expression	 21.8	
Use	Gear	 16.3	
Danger	 16.1	
Known	As	 11.8	
Show	Others	 10.2	

 

The motivational variables that correlated together after a PCA are Exhilaration & 

feeling a sense of accomplishment (r = 0.93), Exhilaration & challenge of the activity (r = 

0.91); Accomplishment & challenge of the activity (r = 0.95); A sense of accomplishment 

& an experience that is out of one’s daily routine (r = 0.90); Challenge of the activity & 

an experience that is out of one’s daily routine (r = 0.90); Novelty of the activity & doing 

something out of the routine (r = 0.90); Teamwork & being with friends (r = 0.93); 
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Teamwork & interact with others (r = 0.90); Skill development & to test themselves (r = 

0.90); Skill development & to be in the natural environment (r = 0.92); set and meet goals 

& to test themselves (r = 0.94); Set and meet goals & value of the activity and setting (r = 

0.96); To test themselves & value of the activity and setting (r = 0.91); Be in the natural 

environment & value of the activity and setting (r = 0.90); and finally, as a way of self 

expression and feeling in control (r = 0.90). 

Table 5.  
Eigenvalues of the Correlation Matrix. 

Eigenvalues of the Correlation Matrix (PCA) 

  Eigenvalue  Difference  Proportion  Cumulative  

1 14.17 12.84 0.75 0.75 
2 1.33 0.53 0.07 0.82 

 

Table 5 shows eigenvalues of the first two factors identified in PCA. The first two 

factors in Table 5 represent 82% of the cumulative sample in a linear combination of the 

original 19 motivational variables. If all 19 principles were included there would be 

100% representation of the sample. Two factors will be retained by the MINEIGEN 

criterion and used as factors for an exploratory factor analysis.   
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Factor Analysis 

Scree Plot of Eigenvalues 

 
Figure 13. Scree Plot of Eigenvalues. 
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 Figure 13 shows 9 possible factors and their eigenvalues in relation to 19 

principle components. Factors 1 and 2 score the highest and distinguish themselves in 

relation to the remaining factors.  

Factor	Analysis		

Relational values by motivational variable where values of less than .3 were 

omitted create acceptable factors. Based on the MINEIGEN criterion which produced 

three factors and rules out a one dimensional, or single factor structure. See Figure 13. 

 Factor 1 had a strong representation in all 19 motivational variables; however, 

sense of accomplishment, challenge of the activity, doing something out of routine, skill 

development, meeting personal goals, to test themselves, and novelty of trying something 

new scored the highest. Factor 2 has noticeably weaker representations. However, it did 

have positive relations with the motivational variables: Teamwork, interaction with 

others, and being able to show others a skill. The motivational variables of value of the 

activity and setting, a way for self-expression, and feeling in control had negative 

relations in Factor 2. Factor 3 related to a way for self-expression, to show others a skill, 

and be known as someone who climbs, kayaks, etc. To use my gear, feeling in control 

and exhilaration did not have any factor relation. Consequently, the motivational 

variables were identified as “high” (≥ .90), “intermediate” (.85-.89), and “low” (≤ .70) 

have been identified in Table 6. 
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Table 6.  

Final Communality Estimates for three-factor rotation. 
Final	Communality	Estimates:		

Total	=	16.31	

High	Variables	of	Motivation	

Goals	 0.94	
Accomplishment	 0.93	
Test	 0.92	
Value	 0.92	
Control	 0.90	
Natural	
Environment	 0.90	
		 		

Intermediate	Variables	of	Motivation	

Challenge	 0.89	
Known	 0.89	
Interact	 0.88	
Self	Expression	 0.88	
Skill	Development	 0.88	
Teamwork	 0.88	
Friends	 0.87	
Out	of	Routine	 0.87	
Novelty	 0.86	
Exhilaration	 0.85	
Show	Others	 0.85	

	 	
Low	Variables	for	Motivation	

Danger	 0.61	
Use	Gear	 0.58	

 

The larger the numbers shown for a final communality estimate the more variance 

of the motivational variable that is shared with other motivational variables in the matrix. 

Table 6 shows meeting personal goals, to test themselves, a sense of accomplishment, 
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and value of the activity and setting to be the most widely shared. The motivational 

variables of Danger and to be able to use gear lack representation, meaning these are not 

strong motivations for older adults to participate in the outdoor education, however they 

still remain significant motivational variables to active older adults. 

The motivational variables of a sense of accomplishment, challenge of the 

activity, doing something out of routine, skill development, meeting personal goals, to 

test themselves, and novelty of a new activity have a strong relation to Factor 1 in a 

Varimax rotation. The strongest motivational variable relations of Factor 2 are teamwork, 

interact with others, and to show others a skill (highly social motivations). 

The motivational variable of being in a natural environment does not register in a 

factor rotation because the goal of the rotation is to group motivational variables into 

broad and encompassing factors. Yet, to be in the natural environment has consistently 

been shown as a strong motivation for active older adult participation.  
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Varimax	Rotations:	Orthogonal	and	Oblique	

Table 7.  
Factor Analysis with Orthogonal and Oblique Varimax Rotation Final Communality 
Estimates.  

Factor	Analysis	with	Orthogonal	&	
Oblique	Varimax	Rotation	Final	

Communality	Estimates:		
Total	=	15.50	

High	Variables	of	Motivation	

Goals	 0.94	
Test	(Self)	 0.92	
Values	 0.91	
Accomplishment	 0.91	

	
	
	

	
	

Intermediate	Variables	of	Motivation	

Teamwork	 0.88	
Out	of	Routine	 0.87	
Friends	 0.87	
Challenge	 0.87	
Skill	Development	 0.86	
Novelty	 0.86	
Natural	
Environment	 0.86	
Interact	 0.86	
Exhilaration	 0.82	
Control	 0.81	

	
	

Low	Variables	for	Motivation	

Self	Expression	 0.76	
Known	As	 0.68	
Use	Gear	 0.66	
Show	Others	 0.66	
Danger	 0.58	

 

 The orthogonal and oblique varimax rotation data were congruent, which speak to 
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the overall ‘fit’ of the data. Table 7 shows the motivational variables of meeting personal 

goals, to test themselves, value in the activity and setting and sense of accomplishment, 

to be the most widely shared motivational variables and the motivational variables of a 

way for self-expression, being known as a climber/kayaker/canoeist, to be able to use 

gear, to show others a skill and sense of danger to be shared the least.  

Conclusion	

While statistical rotations attempt to provide clearer pictures of the identity of 

factors in highly dimensional data, the process inherently calls for selecting some data 

sets and ignoring others. By interpreting the final communality estimates of the rotations 

into High, Intermediate and Low variables of motivation this study provides another way 

to view this information that may be a more complete picture of what motivates active 

older adults.  

 
Figure 14. Trends of High Variable Motivations. 
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 Varimax rotations with two and three factor patterns respectively, were run in 

order to identify overarching groupings of motivational variables. Which were then put in 

groupings of High, Intermediate, and Low Variable groups. Those groupings identify 

specific motivations. The motivational variables of meeting personal goals, to test 

themselves, value of activity and setting, and sense of accomplishment were identified as 

High Variable Variables. Trends in these variables are displayed in Figure 14. 

Figure 15. Trends of Intermediate Variable Motivations. 

The intermediate variables scored so high in both the three-factor rotation and 

varimax rotations they are still considered to be very influential motivations. Those 

motivational variables are teamwork, doing something out of routine, being with friends, 

challenge of the activity, skill development, novelty of the activity, to interact with 

others, exhilaration, feelings of control, and being in the natural environment. Trends of 

intermediate variable motivations are displayed in Figure 15. 

0.00	
0.50	
1.00	
1.50	
2.00	
2.50	
3.00	
3.50	
4.00	
4.50	
5.00	

2000	 2006	 2007	 2008	

Year	

Av
er
ag
e	
Va
ri
ab
le
		S
co
re
	

Trends	of	Intermediate	Variable	
Motivations	 Exhilaration		

Challenge	

Teamwork	

Friends	

Interact	

Out	of	Routine	

Skill	
Development	
Novelty	

Natural	
Environment	
Control	



   69 

 

 
Figure 16. Trends of Low Variable Motivations. 

Figure 16 shows a declining trend of active older adults’ motivation of using their 

gear, but a general increase in the trend of the presence of active older adults being 

motivated by a sense of danger.    
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Chapter 5 
 Discussion 

 This study attempted to identify and explain the motivations of the upper age 

range (45-68 year olds) that participated in outdoor education activities. This study was 

based on the Ewert, et. al. study: Stability of Motivations and Risk Attractiveness: The 

Adventure Recreation Experience (2013). Of the original 45 motivational variables 19 

motivational variables emerged to be the most significant explanations on what motivates 

active older adults to participate in outdoor education activities. Chapter five will discuss 

the population of this study’s sample, the motivational variables (RQ1), and identify if 

and how motivational trends have changed over time (RQ2) as well as describe any 

differences in motivations by gender (RQ3).  

Descriptive Statistics 

This study had a total of 71 respondents separated from the original 801 

respondents. To describe the population in this study I used the demographics of gender, 

skill level, activity, and age ranges.  

 Age distribution was very left skewed which put the majority of the population 

between the combined age range of 45-55, with the highest number of participants in the 

age range of 51-55 age range. Demographically, at the time of data collection the age 

range 45-55 was the baby boom generation. This generation has had more access to 

leading active lifestyles through their careers so it makes sense that they would continue 
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habits created over that time. However, it can be said that all of the participants in this 

study can be considered active older adults. 

Research Question 1:  

“What are the motivations of active older adult participants who participate in 

adventure education programming?” 

  By interpreting the final communality estimates of the rotations into high, 

intermediate and low variables of motivation this study provides another way to view this 

information 

Through Final Communality Estimates (FCE) this study listed the motivational 

variables: meeting personal goals, to test themselves, value of activity and setting, and a 

sense of accomplishment, as high Variables of motivation. This echoes the durable 

benefits of serious leisure, and means that active older adults are motivated to participate 

in adventure education programing that offers achievable goals that challenges and tests 

skills and abilities that they value.  

The FCE of the intermediate variables were close in values to the high variables 

of motivation. The intermediate variables were: Working as part of a team, doing 

something that was out of the routine, being around friends, a sense of challenge, the 

opportunity to for skill development, an activity that was novel, to be able to interact with 

others, to have a sense of control, it takes place in the natural environment and having a 

feeling of exhilaration. This list of motivational variables suggests connections to the 

social elements of being part of a group, the excitement of doing something new, and a 
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chance to build on-or-acquire new skills within a natural environment and that they have 

some influence over the adventure education programming.  

The FCE in both rotations identified that the motivational variables of having a 

sense of danger and being able to use their own gear are low variables of motivation. This 

age group is likely experienced enough to understand the degree of danger presented to 

them and chose to engage in a risk level that they are comfortable with (rather than 

“proving” themselves). Likewise, this age group more likely has the wealth and 

experience to possess the requisite equipment, which likely explains why this item scored 

low. The varimax rotation adds to the list of low variables: As a way for self-expression, 

to be known as a climber/kayaker/canoeist, and to show others how/or that they can 

perform a task. Which indicates that active older adults in this sample were choosing 

activities based on the equipment they already owned, and were interested in 

rediscovering their identity through the activities. However, these were not a primary 

motivations. 

Research Question 2:  

"What are the trends in the motivations of active older adult populations who 

participate in adventure education programming?”  

All years showed a general decline in participation of active older adults as they 

increased in age. The Outdoor Foundation (2010) data from 2006-2010 indicates a 

predicable decline in participation that is congruent with age. This does not reflect what 

Sugarman’s 2000 study found where “…the greatest numbers of individuals over 50 

participating in outdoor adventure activities was in the age range of 60-69” (p.14). 
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However, national trends reported by the Outdoor Foundation (2015), which identifies 

37% of older adult population, is active in the 45+ age group, indicates that trends are 

remaining consistent. This study also lumps the entire population of this study into a 

single age group, but still represents over a third of a population that remains active. The 

Outdoor Foundation (2010) stressed the importance of a history of being active in their 

goal to “…ensure a healthy outdoor population” (p. 8). Without the history and practice 

of staying active, older bodies lose abilities such as balance, flexibility, and strength 

which can also be an attribute to the decline in the older populations of this study. 

The drop in participation numbers in later collection years by all age groups, 

might also reflect social economic changes in society, such as the recession and financial 

crisis of 2007-08. The Ewert (1983) article pointed out one of the requirements that 

allows people to pursue leisure activities along with time and ability is income, or 

disposable funds. With what some consider to be the worst financial situation since the 

great depression, it is reasonable to argue that lack of disposable funds may have played a 

role in the general decline in participation within these age groups during this time 

period. As we know that correlation does not equal causation, further study will be 

needed to determine if the drop in population is related.  

As a trend active older adults (45-60 year old combined age groups) prefer 

Beginning and Advanced courses. This indicates that active older adults are interested in 

starting new activities or honing already acquired skills. This reflects the theory of 

Serious Leisure, which refers to active older adults actively searching out experiences, or 
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the desire to show their abilities and live up to potential (Stebbins, 1979, 1980, 1982, 

2015). 

As discussed earlier, the older age ranges (61-65 & 66-70) lack representation 

generally in this study, which is a limitation of this study, but is still important to note 

that generally, the upper age ranges don’t follow the same patterns as 45-60 year old 

combined age groups. This is reflective of what Meyers also found in her 2004 study of 

older age groups (61+). Meyers found that more participation in the beginner and 

intermediate skilled activities.  

Figure 12, shows that participation in canoeing and climbing to be the least 

popular activities while sea kayaking and whitewater to have been more popular. This 

trend is congruent with national trends as shown in table 1. This study found similar 

results in that climbing and canoeing were the least popular courses.  A suggested future 

study is to determine specifically why these trends exist.  

A trend, analysis over the collection years of this study showed a steady 

relationship between the high, intermediate and low variables. Figures 13, 14 & 15 

indicate that active older adults through the collection period did not fluctuate in their 

motivations – that the motivations remained stable. Thus, the trends remained stable 

except participating to show control declined across all years with the major decline in 

2007 when the motivational variables of doing something out of the normal routine, 

doing something novel, and exhilaration showed an increase. Danger showed an 

increasing trend starting in the year 2006. This makes sense in that often times when 
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people are doing a new activity that they feel less in control and their perception of 

danger is increased.  

Developing a skill and being in the natural environment scored relatively high. 

These motivations are different from the findings of the entire sample as presented in the 

Gilbertson & Ewert 2015 study. Their sample was primarily college-aged and Gilbertson 

and Ewert (2015) identified that being in the natural environment was not a strong 

motivational variable.   

Research Question 3:  

"Is there a difference between genders of active older adult participants in 

adventure education programming?" 

By population, the sample had more males (51) than females (20). Female 

participation of 39% is slightly lower than the Outdoor Foundation (2010), which reports 

a 44% female participation. Canoeing and climbing had similar participant numbers 

between genders, however, whitewater was predominantly male, and sea kayaking 

showed a decline in male participants yet was the activity most chosen by females. This 

supports the original study’s gender results in that males were more motivated by 

sensation seeking activities, and females were motivated more by social activities.  

When active older adult males and females were compared proportionally to the 

individual 19 motivational variables they had very similar scores. This means overall the 

active older adults were seeking the same or similar things in an activity. Both active 

older adult males and females reported being motivated by the natural environment and 

the novelty of the activity.  
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Conversely, both active older adult males and females reported that the 

motivations of being able to show others how to do an activity, and being known as a 

climber/kayaker/canoeist, were the least identified motivational variables in their chosen 

activity. Meaning, they are not specifically there to be referred to, or identified, as “a 

climber, a sea kayaker, etc.’  

Active older adult males also reported the motivation to develop their skills to be a 

strong motivating variable when choosing whether to participate or not. For females, 

being in a natural environment, the value of the activity and the novelty of the activity 

were given preference. For males the feeling of gaining a skill, or practicing and honing a 

skill, was important. This is reflected in the trends as well (beginner and advanced course 

populations). The individual motivational variables that females chose indicate they are 

motivated by escape from the norm and the value that they found in either the activity or 

the natural environment.   

Implications for Industry 

This information affects the outdoor industry. Industry administrators, field staff, 

marketing firms, and savvy participants who want the best adventure education 

programming experience would do well to look at what this data suggests.  

Administrators who are prepared for the largest demographic shift in the United 

States history (Cruse & Hillman 2012; McLean, et al., 2005b; Colby & Ortman, 2014) 

will be able to recognize that an active older population could be a source of additional 

income. To prepare, a closer look at the format of existing programming is suggested and 

a willingness to modify, or offer new programming may be needed. Focus on beginner 
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and advanced skill levels of each activity. Gear may need to be fully outfitted so as to 

provide positive experiences for beginners. Previous studies have shown that male and 

female motivations differ, so it is not an unreasonable to believe that age could also play 

a role in participant motivations. Programming that is specifically offered by age group 

will create space for participants who are looking to socially interact with others who 

share a similar background. The “day camp” model of programming with age restrictions 

would fit this need. Likewise, a critical look at who is leading these activities is needed.  

It seems that it is common practice for the outdoor industry to have instructors 

who are in their twenties. If participants who are much older have different motivations 

for participation, then a disconnect may be present between the perceived motivations by 

the instructors versus the actual motivations for the older audience. Thus, it would 

behoove an outdoor program to have instructors who are of a similar age group or 

instructors who better understand the motivations of their older participants. 

Understanding the importance of this may require hiring, or assigning older group leaders 

to specific programs. 

Consideration should be given to gender specific programming as well. Males 

prefer to work on their skill development, while females find value in the natural 

environment, and novelty.  

Marketing firms need not focus on selling an image of “Cool” or “Extreme”, but 

focus on the experiences programs offer, the skills that can be learned or advanced, and 

the social structures of the program. I.e. group dinners, and social hours, and choices of 

participation in a variety of activities. A focus on building newfound skills and escape 
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(from norms) themed programming would be beneficial.  Further more marketing 

regarding the types of instructors on course that mirror closer to their clientele may also 

be beneficial.  

Conclusion 

Motivations of active older adults differ from that of younger populations. They 

are searching for programming that offers active older adults clear, achievable goals, in a 

natural setting that they, as participants, have some influence over. This could mean that 

they are involved in program logistics, such as route decisions, or menu planning. In 

addition active older adults find that being part of a group, the excitement of doing 

something new, and a chance to build on-or-acquire new skills within adventure 

education programming are important to deciding whether to participate or not. That 

adventure education programming should be mindful of the desire to be social with other 

participants and the instructor.  

The outdoor industry should focus on programming that offers and meets the 

desires of an active older population; have a stronger marketing focus on beginner and 

advanced skill levels, consider employing older, or training younger instructors to match 

participant motivations, and consider gender specific programming that has 

characteristics of skill development for males, and changes in routine with a stronger 

focus on the natural environment for females.  

Adventure education programs have an opportunity to prepare for the largest 

demographic shift in United States history, as the baby boomer generation also prepares 



   79 

 

for life after work. Adventure education programs can help to build strong communities 

and provide opportunities for successful aging of active older adults.  

This study demonstrates that populations of active older adults have different 

motivation and programming needs than younger populations when it comes to adventure 

education. Grouping these two populations together may hinder active older adult 

participation. Separate programming should be considered in order to meet the needs of 

active older adults and could increase participation numbers for industry providers.  
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