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VALIDATING PREDICTORS TO DETERMINE OPTIMAL ADVENTURE IN WHITEWATER KAYAKING
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Understanding the role of “flow”
experiences has been an emerging topic of
research in adventure recreation/education. A
number of recent studies have evaluated these
optimal experiences in terms of the effects of
more structured educational environments
rather than the effects of unstructured, on-site
conditions of adventure. Previous studies have
modified  Csikszentmihalyi’s  theoretical
model of flow to assess adventure experiences
(e.g., peak adventure) in outdoor education
settings (Martin and Priest, 1986; Priest and
Bunting, 1993). However, despite these
modifications of the theoretical model, there
has been little effort to evaluate the validity of
Csikszentmihalyi’s (1975, 1990) conceptual
framework relative to the experience of
adventure. The negligible number of empirical
investigations in adventure settings leaves
questions unanswered regarding the validity
and effectiveness of predictors (e.g. challenge-
skill, risk-competence) of optimal adventure.

As a result, this study attempts to

validate predictors of optimal adventure
within an on-site whitewater kayaking setting
using a modification of the Experience
Sampling Method (ESM). Based on the flow
theory and Martin .and Priest’s (1986)
Adventure Experience Paradigm, it was
expected that measures of challenge-skill and
risk-competence would be correlated and
predict indicators of an optimal or peak
adventure experience. Additionally, it was
expected that differences would be found in
the levels of perceived challenge and risk
according to the difficulty of river stages.
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Surveys were administered on-site in

. the Cheat River Canyon in West Virginia to

52 whitewater kayakers at eight stages based
on varying levels of river difficulty. Data was
analyzed at the level of experience (n = 409)
rather than the subject. A-priori hypothesis
testing, based on key statistical analyses
(correlations, linear regression, and repeated
ANOVA), supported the convergent and
ecological validity of predictors of optimal
adventure. However, the explanatory power
of these predictors, while higher than that
reported in studies of daily experience,
indicates a need for further development of
models attempting to assess the concept of
optimal adventure.
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