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Nature sports comprise a group of sporting activities that are developed and experienced in natural or rural areas,

ranging from formal to informal practices. These practices are performed in a variety of natural contexts including

on land (mountain biking, rock-climbing, trekking, etc.), in water (kayaking, sailing, surfing, windsurfing, etc.), and in

the air (paragliding and hang-gliding, etc.). Nature sports have a spontaneous, playful nature, "with participation

predominantly taking place in informal settings, often without governing bodies or clubs or other forms of external

regulation". They are generally autonomous activities, even if some nature sports are practiced collectively, such as

kayaking, or those which create sporting sub-cultures, such as in surfing.

ecopedagogy  ecoliteracy  systemic sustainability  relational equity  circular economy

1. Background

Both nature and sports are contested ideological sites that require a reframing of the dominant narratives which

undergird both constructs. These narratives focus on competition, opposition, and conquering the Other, whether

by conquering Nature or other human beings and/or groups. There is an inherent violence and corresponding risk

associated with these reigning renderings, whether actual and/or perceived. This notion suggests that

combined, nature sports, as a unifying concept, offer the possibility of resisting the ways in which both constructs

have been conceived and therefore experienced.

As Booth  has argued, nature sports are an ideal vehicle to delve into Western ontology and the grounding

assumptions of both sport and nature as distinct constructs or categories. Taken together, the unified concept of

nature sports challenges epistemological binaries of mind and body and of culture and nature . He  notes,

“the abstract concepts and categories of ontology, that are typically presented as binary opposites, do not readily

marry with lived experiences and practices  that are invariably complex, contextualized, nuanced and situational;

nor are they necessarily ‘proved’ by empirical evidence, notwithstanding the common retreat into data to support

ontological arguments” (p. 21).

This effort to transcend the ontological bifurcation of nature and culture offers the possibilities of a convergence

between human beings and nature , surfacing a kinship or relational sensibility between the human and

nonhuman material world . This suggests that there is an interconnectedness between all parts of the natural

world, always in flux and adaptation, or what Warden  identifies as the ‘inside, outside, and beyond’ of nature as

place. For her,  inside represents one’s inner self, outside represents our relationships with others, both the living
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and non-living elements of the planet. Beyond  reflects “the unobservable, the undefined web of in-betweenness

that stretches across the observable and unobservable aspects of our lives” (p. 7).

Experientially, nature sports inscribe meaning on bodies in motion, with a blurring or erasure of boundaries, as

participants become one with nature . Individuals may also experience this blurring of boundaries as a

transcendence of the mind-body ontological distinction. Individuals describe these moments of interconnectedness

of mind and body, the balancing of human and physical nature, as evoking a sense of spirituality . These

transcendental experiences have been referred to as ‘slow time’ , ‘flow’, ‘the sublime’ , or ‘euphoria’

. In this regard, nature sports symbolize a sense of spatial, temporal, and institutional autonomy .

2. A Unifying Concept

In their editorial entitled ‘Nature sport: a unifying concept’, Melo, Van Rheenen, and Gammon  challenge fellow

scholars to question existing theoretical assumptions and heuristic biases at the nature—sport nexus. They

underscore the need to reconceptualize nature “as a set of fluid positions and orientations through which embodied

experiences inscribe and produce meaning and purpose” (p. 11).

Nature sports comprise a group of sporting activities that are developed and experienced in natural or rural areas,

ranging from formal to informal practices. These practices are performed in a variety of natural contexts including

on land (mountain biking, rock-climbing, trekking, etc.), in water (kayaking, sailing, surfing, windsurfing, etc.), and in

the air (paragliding and hang-gliding, etc.).

Nature sports have a spontaneous, playful nature, “with participation predominantly taking place in informal

settings, often without governing bodies or clubs or other forms of external regulation”  (p. 117). They are

generally autonomous activities, even if some nature sports are practiced collectively, such as kayaking, or those

which create sporting sub-cultures, such as in surfing.

Nature sports involve interacting with a natural or material feature, rather than with other human beings, and

participants gain the opportunity to strive, employ, and develop their skills in relationship to nature . They are

generally non-aggressive activities that involve little to no human bodily contact . While some nature sports

activities are highly competitive, evidenced in their inclusion within the modern Olympic Games, such as sailing,

windsurfing, mountain biking, surfing, and rock-climbing, the structure of nature sports activities often varies from

traditional sporting practices.

As such, this unique group of physical activities provides an alternative to the traditional ways of seeing, doing, and

understanding sport . With new forms and configurations emerging regularly , nature sports represent a

countercultural phenomenon , highlighting the socio-cultural ways in which these novel sporting practices

have developed in contrast to traditional sports and their dominant values .
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Nature sports reflect the social and cultural changes of late capitalism that have taken place since the end of the

twentieth century. These changes have triggered a meaningful transformation within the larger system of sporting

practices . Although each nature sport “has its own specificity; its own history, (politics of) identities and

development patterns, there are commonalities in their ethos, ideologies as well as the consumer industries that

produce the commodities that underpin their cultures”  (p. 11).

Active participation in nature sports is directly associated with active sport tourism. The relationship between nature

sports and tourism has drawn considerable attention to the potential and real economic, environmental, and socio-

cultural impacts of these activities, both positive and negative. Numerous scholars have discussed these tripartite

impacts in terms of the triple bottom line , seeking to enhance positive outcomes while mitigating the

negative impacts. Nature sports have a particular focus on these activities relative to the environment. This

relationship is complex and, at times, highly destructive. However, the relationship affords possibility for greater

compassion and understanding, the potential for developing an environmental consciousness, and genuine ethic of

care for nature.

3. Nature Sports and Sustainability

The social and historical development of nature sports has corresponded with the articulation of environmental

policies. Nature sports and other outdoor recreation activities developed in the United States in the second half of

the nineteenth century, when national policies emerged regarding the preservation of land. This development led to

the conservation and management of natural spaces in the late nineteenth century and the creation of the national

park system in the beginning of the twentieth century . The creation of the national park system in the USA,

followed by similar initiatives throughout the world, allowed the combination of wildlife protection with the practice of

nature sports and other recreational activities .

These efforts toward environmental protection and preservation have often run counter to the frenetic expansion of

nature exploration and the proliferation and corresponding diversification of nature sports beginning in the late

twentieth century. Negative impacts on nature include, among others, natural landscape destruction, soil erosion,

water and air pollution, detrimental behavioral shifts of animal species, and the deterioration of monuments and

historic sites. Pristine places or sites have been overrun by nature sports enthusiasts—surfers, climbers and

mountain bikers, to name a few—leaving these places littered in their wake, with plastic water bottles, empty cans

and human excrement. Some of the better and lesser known examples of these paradises littered if not lost include

Mt. Everest (‘the world’s highest garbage dump’), once secret surfing spots overrun with boarding enthusiasts, and

inexperienced adventurers flocking to back country locations such as the Wind River Mountain Range in western

Wyoming . In addition to putting themselves in physical danger while straining local search-and-

rescue systems, these enthusiasts often disturb or disrupt plant and animal life. For example, some rock climbers

will ‘garden’ a climb, using a stiff brush to clean off lichen and mosses from rock faces on their ascent. These

species are important parts of a thriving ecosystem, many of which having flourished in these places for decades, if

not centuries 
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As such, nature sports have the potential to damage environmental resources, an outcome that generates

considerable disquiet among environmentalists and well-meaning participants. Such anxieties have resulted in a

call for more sensitive management approaches to protect particularly vulnerable sites, such as zoning and

access-reduction initiatives , as well as a call for a genuine ethic of care for nature and an interspecies

communion .

Despite the potential negative environmental impacts caused by nature sports, these activities promise the

possibility of environmental conservation and protection when developed and managed in a sustainable and

authentic way . The various sites and facilities developed for these activities (trails, tracks, routes, take-off and

landing areas, mooring buoys, submerged paths, shops, parking, etc.) have contributed to sound conservation

management practices, thus reducing the exploitation of the environment. This intentional process allows

participants to enjoy nature without harming or destroying it for their singular pleasure .

Nature sports promote the discovery and appreciation of the environment and its diverse and spectacular

ecosystems. These activities potentially awaken a respect for, and a defense of, nature. Participants who immerse

themselves in nature experience the beauty and grandeur of these places, creating the possibility for the

construction of an eco-literacy and eco-citizenship . As Brymer, Downey, and Gray  have argued, “feeling

connected to nature leads to a desire to care for the natural world and contributes to more environmentally

sustainable practices” (p. 193). In this regard, nature sports participants develop an intimate and reciprocal

relationship with the natural world .

Space and land management remain important areas for the conservation of the environment, where nature sports

and conservation combine to create a symbiotic relationship based on sustainability . Nature sports guides and

service providers have an important role in the promotion of sustainability, acting as environmental interpreters,

role models, and activists . Ideally, a positive economic impact can help maintain ecosystem protection,

while a healthy ecosystem provides the venue for sustainable market supply, even growth . And yet, we

believe that this genuine ethic of care can only be realized through systemic sustainability efforts and an intentional

commitment to relational equity.

References

1. Booth, D. Nature sports: Ontology, embodied being politics. Ann. Leis. Res. 2020, 23, 19–33.

2. Melo, R.; van Rheenen, D.; Gammon, S. Part I: Nature sports: A unifying concept. Ann. Leis. Res.
2020, 23, 1–18.

3. Anderson, J. Relational places: The surfed wave as assemblage and convergence. Environ. Plan.
D Soc. Space 2012, 30, 570–587.

4. Bowers, C.A. Toward an Eco-justice Pedagogy. Environ. Educ. Res. 2002, 8, 21–34.

[44][45][46][47]

[1]

[44]

[2][16]

[16] [8]

[45]

[46]

[47][48][49]

[50][51][52][53]



Nature Sports | Encyclopedia.pub

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/13912 5/8

5. Thrift, N. Non-Representational Theory: Space, Politics, Affect; Routledge: New York, NY, USA,
2008.

6. Kahn, R.; Kahn, R.V. Critical Pedagogy, Ecoliteracy, & Planetary Crisis: The Ecopedagogy
Movement; Peter Lang: New York, NY, USA, 2010.

7. Warden, C. Nature pedagogy: Education sustainability. Child. Educ. 2019, 95, 6–13.

8. Brymer, E.; Downey, G.; Gray, T. Extreme sports as a precursor to environmental sustainability. J.
Sport Tour. 2009, 14, 193–204.

9. Game, A.; Metcalfe, A. ‘My corner of the world’: Bachelard and Bondi Beach. Emot. Space Soc.
2011, 4, 42–50.

10. Watson, N. Nature and Transcendence: The Mystical and Sublime in Extreme Sports. In Sport
and Spirituality: An Introduction; Parry, J., Robinson, S., Watson, N., Nesti, M., Eds.; Routledge:
Abingdton, UK, 2007; pp. 95–105.

11. Arstila, V. Time Slows Down During Accidents. Front. Psychol. 2012, 3, 1–10.

12. Buckley, R. Slow Time Perception Can be Learned. Front. Psychol. 2014, 5, 209.

13. Wittmann, M. Moments in Time. Front. Integrative Neurosc. 2011, 5. Available online:
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fnint.2011.00066/full (accessed on 19 April 2021).

14. Stranger, M. Surfing Life: Surface, Substructure and the Commodification of the Sublime;
Routledge: Surrey, UK, 2011.

15. Buckley, R. Nature Sports, Health and Ageing: The Value of Euphoria. Ann. Leis. Res. 2020, 23,
92–108.

16. Melo, R. Desportos de Natureza e Desenvolvimento Local Sustentável: Análise dos Praticantes e
das Organizações Promotoras dos Desportos de Natureza. Ph.D. Thesis, University of Coimbra,
Coimbra, Portugal, 2013.

17. Wheaton, B. Lifestyle Sport. In Sport and Society: A Student Introduction, 3rd ed.; Houlihan, B.,
Malcolm, D., Eds.; Sage Publishing: London, UK, 2016; pp. 109–133.

18. Krein, K. Nature Sports. J. Phil. Sport 2014, 41, 193–208.

19. Bourdieu, P. Sport and Social Class. Soc. Sci. Inform. 1978, 17, 819–840.

20. Bourdieu, P. La Distinction: Critique Sociale du Jugement; Editions de Minuit: Paris, France, 1979.

21. Wheaton, B. Introduction: Mapping the Lifestyle Sport-scape. In Understanding Lifestyle Sports:
Consumption, Identity and Difference; Wheaton, B., Ed.; Routeledge: London, UK, 2004; pp. 1–
28.



Nature Sports | Encyclopedia.pub

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/13912 6/8

22. Rinehart, R. Alternative, Extreme (and Avant-Garde) Sport. In The Routledge History of American
Sport; Borish, L., Wiggins, D., Gems, G., Eds.; Routledge: Abingdon, UK, 2017; pp. 414–428.

23. Collins, L.; Brymer, E. Understanding Nature Sports: A Participant Centred Perspective and Its
Implications for the Design and Facilitating of Learning and Performance. Ann. Leis. Res. 2020,
23, 110–125.

24. Melo, R.; Gomes, R. A Sociocultural Approach to Understanding the Development of Nature
Sports. In Sport Tourism: New Challenges in a Globalized World; Melo, R., Sobry, C., Eds.;
Cambridge Scholars Publishing: Newcastle upon Tyne, UK, 2017; pp. 60–90.

25. Breivik, G. Trends in Adventure Sports in a Postmodern Society. Sport Soc. 2010, 13, 260–273.

26. Booth, D.; Thorp, H. Berkshire Encyclopedia of Extreme Sport; Berkshire Publishing Group: Great
Barrington, MA, USA, 2007.

27. Rinehart, R.; Sydnor, S. To the Extreme–Alternative Sports, Inside and Out; State University of
New York Press: Albany, NY, USA, 2003.

28. Elkington, J. Cannibals with Forks. The Triple Bottom Line of 21st Century; Capstone: Oxford, UK,
1997.

29. Dwyer, L. Triple Bottom Line Reporting as a Basis for Sustainable Tourism: Opportunities and
Challenges. Acta Tur. 2015, 27, 33–62.

30. Getz, D.; McConnell, A. Serious Sport Tourism and Event Travel Careers. J. Sport Manag. 2011,
25, 326–338.

31. Melo, R.; Sobry, C.; van Rheenen, D. Small Scale Sport Tourism Events and Local Sustainable
Development. A Cross-National Comparative Perspective; Springer: Cham, Switzerland, 2021.

32. Van Rheenen, D. Promoting Responsible Sustainability in Sport Tourism: A Logic Model
Approach. In Routledge Handbook of International Sports Business; Dodds, M., Heisey, K.,
Ahonen, A., Eds.; Routledge: New York, NY, USA, 2017; pp. 317–332.

33. Jensen, C.; Guthrie, S. Outdoor Recreation in America, 6th ed.; Human Kinetics: Champaign, IL,
USA, 2006.

34. Bell, S. Design for Outdoor Recreation; Taylor & Francis: New York, NY, USA, 2008.

35. Ahmed, F.; Moodley, V.; Sookrajh, R. The environmental impacts of beach sport tourism events: A
case study of the Mr Price Pro Surfing Event, Durban, South Africa. Afr. Insight 2008, 38, 73–85.

36. Borne, G.; Ponting, J. Sustainable Surfing; Routdlege: London, UK, 2017.

37. Katz, B. Smithsonian Magazine: To Clean Up Everest, Nepal Is Banning Single-Use Plastics on
the Mountain. Available online: https://www.smithsonianmag.com/smart-news/bid-clean-everest-
nepal-banning-single-use-plastics-mountain-180973005/ (accessed on 4 July 2021).



Nature Sports | Encyclopedia.pub

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/13912 7/8

38. Martin, S.A.; Assenov, I. The genesis of a new body of sport tourism literature: A systematic
review of surf tourism research (1997–2011). J. Sport Tour. 2012, 17, 257–287.

39. Swensen, K. The Washington Post: Mount Everest is Full of Garbage. A Cleanup Crew just
Hauled Off 24,000 Pounds of Waste. Available online:
https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2019/06/06/mount-everest-garbage-pounds-waste-
human-bodies/ (accessed on 4 July 2021).

40. Watkins, A. The New York Time: Pandemic Wilderness Explorers Are Straining Search and
Rescue. Available online: https://medium.com/the-new-york-times/pandemic-wilderness-
explorers-are-straining-search-and-rescue-a8953a33a1a7 (accessed on 4 July 2021).

41. Attarian, A. An Investigation of the Ecological and Social Impacts Caused by Rock Climbers. In
Proceedings of the 1991 International Conference on Outdoor Recreation, Moscow, Russia, 17–
19 October 1991; Rademacher, C., Watters, R., Eds.; Idaho State University Press: Pocatello, ID,
USA, 1992; pp. 7–15.

42. Lorite, J.; Serrano, F.; Lorenzo, A.; Canadas, E.M.; Ballesteros, M.; Peñas, J. Rock climbing alters
plant species composition, cover, and richness in Mediterranean limestone cliffs. PLoS ONE
2017, 12, e0182414.

43. Boggess, L.M.; Harrison, G.R.; Bishop, G. Impacts of rock climbing on cliff vegetation: A methods
review and best practices. Appl. Veg. Sci. 2021, 24, e12583.

44. Melo, R.; Gomes, R. Nature Sports and Sustainable Local Development: Practitioners and
Organizations Managers’ Perspectives in Portugal. In Sport Tourism and Local Sustainable
Development; Sobry, C., Ed.; L’Harmattan: Lille, France, 2016; pp. 75–100.

45. Brymer, E.; Gray, T. Developing an Intimate ‘Relationship’ with Nature through Extreme Sports
Participation. Leis. Lois. 2010, 34, 361–374.

46. Boley, B.B.; Green, G.T. Ecotourism and Natural Resource Conservation: The ‘Potential’ for a
Sustainable Symbiotic Relationship. J. Ecotour. 2015, 15, 36–50.

47. Weiler, B.; Davis, D. An Exploratory investigation into the roles of the nature-based tour leader.
Tour. Manag. 1993, 14, 91–98.

48. Pereira, E.; Mykletun, R. Guides as Contributors to Sustainable Tourism? A Case Study from the
Amazon. Scand. J. Hosp. Tour. 2012, 12, 74–94.

49. Melo, R.; Leite, D. The role of nature sports guides to sustainable local development: A case
study in the Coimbra region, Portugal. In Handbook of Research on Human Capital and People
Management in the Tourism Industry; Costa, V.G., Moura, A.N., Mira, M.R., Eds.; IGI Global:
Hershley, PA, USA, 2021; pp. 371–388.



Nature Sports | Encyclopedia.pub

https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/13912 8/8

50. King, K.; Church, A. Beyond Transgression: Mountain Biking, Young People and Managing Green
Spaces. Ann. Leis. Res. 2020, 23, 203–222.

51. Bailey, A.W.; Hungenberg, E. Managing the rock-climbing economy: A case from Chattanooga.
Ann. Leis. Res. 2020, 23, 165–183.

52. Mach, L.; Ponting, J.; Brown, J.; Savage, J. Riding Waves of Intra-seasonal Demand in Surf
Tourism: Analysing the Nexus of Seasonality and 21st Century Surf Forecasting Technology. Ann.
Leis. Res. 2020, 23, 184–202.

53. Hutson, G.; Howard, R. Weaving place meanings into outdoor recreation sustainability: The case
of the Niagara Glen. In Landscapes of Leisure. Space, Place and Identities; Gammon, S.,
Elkington, S., Eds.; Palgrave Macmillan: London, UK, 2015; pp. 176–191.

Retrieved from https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/history/show/32617


