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Presentation Overview
1. Introductions

2. Learning Objectives

3. Outdoor Education Intentions

4. Overview of Risk Pedagogy

5. Unpacking the Human-Nature Connection

6. Activity: Identifying Barriers and Pathways

7. Action Steps

8. Conclusion & Continuing Education

9. Questions & Discussion

Presentation attendees will be able to…

1. Articulate the ways risk can both inhibit and strengthen 
outdoor education participants’ connection to nature.

2. Increase awareness surrounding the factors that 
influence a participant’s connection to nature.

3. Apply human-nature leverage points concepts from both 
a field-based and administrative perspective. 

Learning Objectives
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Story Time

Turn to a partner

One person share a story about a time 
you experienced high risk in the 
outdoors and what came of it (how it 
made you feel, what happened 
afterwards etc.)

One person share about a time you 
felt strong connection to nature in the 
outdoors and what fostered it
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Presentation Framing

• What are common outdoor education 
program outcomes?

• Why do participants opt into an outdoor 
education experience?

Presentation Assumptions:
❖ Connection to nature is a common program outcome.

❖ Risk and uncertainty is inherent in many outdoor education 
programs.

Presentation Question: Are the concepts of risk and human-nature 
connection mutually exclusive or mutually beneficial to the participant 
experience?
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Risk Pedagogy in Outdoor Education
Actual Risk:

Emotional: Threat to emotional safety

• Social

• Psychological

Physical: Threat to bodily safety

• Financial risk

Perceived Risk:

Emotional: Thought threat to emotional safety

• Social

• Psychological

Physical: Thought threat to bodily safety

• Financial Risk

Risk is inherent in EVERYTHING.... 

…. How do we manage the risk in our own lives? How is it different from 
the risk we face outside?
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Coping with Risk

Mitigation: 

• Risk Avoidance

• Risk Management

• Risk Policy/Prevention

Justification:

• Educational Tool

• Benefits Outweigh the Costs: “It’s Worth 
It” 

• Acceptance: “What Happens, Happens”
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Let's Talk About Assumptions

Assuming that risk leads to growth implies a few things…

1. Learners need to learn how to deal with risk and that this will be of 

benefit

2. That the benefits outweigh the risks and that all participants have 

the ability to recover from negative situations

3. Perceived risks have no consequences (e.g. stress injuries, PTSD, 

and other phycological trauma)

4. Risk tolerance in a group is decided by all members as opposed to 

individualized 

5. Facilitators are competent and capable of assessing each 

individuals level of perceived risk to ensure that optimal learning will 

occur

(Martin & Wagstaff, 2012; Wolfe & Samdahl, 2005)
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Unpacking the Human-Nature Connection
Terms:

• The Biophilia Hypothesis

• Deep ecology

• Pro-environmental attitudes

• Place dependence

• Environmentally responsible behavior (ERB)

• Pro-environmental behavior (PEB)

• Place attachment

• Place identity

• Nature connectedness

• Environmental identity

Concepts:

❖ HNC as Mind, HNC as Experience & HNC as Place

❖ Anthropocentric vs Biocentric/Altruistic Connection

(Ives et al., 2017; Diehm, 2020; Ives et al., 2019) D



Forms of 
Disconnection 
From Nature

(Beery et al., 2023) D



Risk and HNC Continuum Activity

Is risk a barrier for Human-Nature Connection (HNC) or does risk 
enhance our connection to nature?

K

Group A:

Risk is a Barrier to HNC

If risk is a barrier, identify the 

specific barriers that exist in 

different environments and 
student populations.

Group B: Somewhere in Between

If risk is both a barrier and enhancer, 

identify how it plays a role as both, and 

what the determining factors are of this 

relationship.

Group C:
Risk Enhances HNC

If risk enhances our connection, 

identify the mechanism of 

connection and how this connection 
is strengthened through risk.



Evidence Supporting Both Sides

There is evidence to support both sides of the 
discussion…

❖Heightened risk & stress can lead to participant 
disconnection from nature:

• Exploring the Human-Nature Connection and the 
Perceived Risk of Nature in Children (Prasad et 
al., 2021)

• Disconnection From Nature: Expanding Our 
Understanding of Human-Nature Relations (Beery 
et al., 2023)

❖Heightened risk & stress can enhance 
participants connection to nature:

• Flow Theory (Csiksszentmihalyi, 1975/2000)

• Extreme Sports as a Precursor to Environmental 
Sustainability (Brymer et al., 2009)
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Human-Nature Connection Mechanisms
Five Mechanisms of HNC:

1. Material/Consumptive: Consumption of goods and materials 
from nature; resource extraction and use.

2. Experiential: Direct interaction with natural environments; 
recreational activities within the environment.

3. Cognitive/Identity: Knowledge, beliefs, attitudes and awareness 
of the environment and attitudes/values towards nature; a sense 
of self that is defined in relation to the natural environment.

4. Emotional/Attachment: Feelings of attachment to or empathy 
towards nature; positive or negative feelings and affective 
responses towards nature.

5. Spiritual/Philosophical: Perspective or world view on what 
nature is, why it matters, and how humans ought to interact with 
it; being at one with nature through the belief that all things in 
nature, including humans, are connected.

(Ives et al., 2018; Meis-Harris et al., 2021)

D



Human-Nature Connection 
Pathways Activity
In small groups, your task is to discuss and document the answers to the 
following questions:

Q1: Identify specific examples of how program administrators and field-based 
instructors can foster participants connection to nature within your affiliated 
organization.

Q2: For each example, determine one or more of the Five Mechanisms of 
Human-Nature Connection it most directly correlates with.

Q3: What are the risk-based factors that could promote and/or inhibit each 
example identified in Q1?

Q4: Describe how you might address these risk-based factors?

Five Mechanisms of 

Human-Nature 

Connection:

(1) Material/Consumptive

(2) Experiential

(3) Cognitive/Identity

(4) Emotional/Attachment

(5) Spiritual/Philosophical

(Ives et al., 2019)
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The Four Dimensions of 
Adventurous Learning
1. Authenticity: Learning must have context 

that is relevant to students.

2. Agency: Giving learners responsibility for 
choices and decisions.

3. Uncertainty: Embracing the unknown 
element of adventure as a process.

4. Mastery through Challenge: Emphasizing 
skill progression that builds on previous 
knowledge.

(Beames & Brown, 2016)
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Fostering Connection to Nature

The four signposts of Place Responsive 
Pedagogy:

1. Being present in and with a place

2. The power of place-based stories and 
narratives

3. Apprenticing ourselves to outdoor places

4. The representation of place experiences

(Wattchow & Brown, 2011).
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3 Action Steps

1. Re-evaluate how your program seeks to use 
risk as agent for growth, change, and 
development.

• Where is risk benefiting your program and where is it detracting?

2. Identify and mitigate barriers inhibiting 
participants connection to nature within your 
program.

3. Establish impactful pathways to foster the 
human-nature connections for all participants 
in your program (field-based instructors, 
students, and administrators).

• Are the policies and curriculum you have in place to make this 
connection? What can you add?
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Additions, 
Questions &
Comments

Dave Erbe (derbe@western.edu)

Kayla Scheid (kayla.scheid@western.edu) DK
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