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Several scales were used to assess the levels of coping with stress and pain of 97 Polish hard ad-
venture mountain athletes (Mage = 30.50, SD = 9.45), who climb in winter using mountain ice axes, 
harnesses, hooks or ropes in high mountains, and 103 Polish soft adventure mountain athletes who 
summer hike in low mountains (Mage = 28.30, SD = 6.50). The results indicated significant differ-
ences between soft and hard adventure climbers in the ways climbers react to stress. The hard 
adventure climbing group had significantly higher means on the Preventive Coping, Proactive 
Coping, Task-Oriented Coping, Diverting Attention, Reinterpretation of Pain, Ignoring Pain, Cop-
ing Self-Statements and Behavioural Strategies than the soft adventure mountain athletes, but 
lower means on Emotion-Oriented Coping, Catastrophising and Praying /Hoping compared to the 
soft mountain athletes group. This study also examined the factor structure of the coping scales in 
the climbers’ samples. The results suggested that the coping scales contain the following three 
factors: Passive-Oriented Coping, Future-Oriented Coping and Appraisal-Oriented Coping. The 
extracted factors discriminate between soft and hard adventure mountain athletes. The hard adven-
ture mountain athletes had significantly higher means on the Future-Oriented Coping and the Ap-
praisal-Oriented Coping, and a lower mean on Passive-Oriented Coping than the soft mountain 
athletes group. 
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INTRODUCTION 

While participation in many traditional sports is declining, the range of ad-
venture sports practised in a natural environment is becoming more and more 
popular (Brymer, 2010). Puchan (2005, p. 177) believes that the growing popu-
larity of adventure sports is a sign of the times—people are looking for a new 
lifestyle, the expression of their own needs and values, improving well-being, 
developing cognitive skills, learning risk taking, feeling free or deeply experi-
encing nature (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2017; Buckley, 2011; Ewert et al., 2013; 
Woodman et al., 2010). A popular type of adventure recreation is mountain 
sports. Every year, more and more people set off on a climbing adventure in dif-
ferent mountains around the world. 

Soft and Hard Adventure Climbing 

Mountain sports include two basic forms of adventure: soft adventure and 
hard adventure (Pomfret & Bramwell, 2016). Soft adventure climbing refers to 
activity in mountains with low levels of risk. This is usually less physically de-
manding and does not require specialised technical equipment such as mountain 
ice axes (Beedie, 2008; Hill, 1995; Millington et al., 2001). An example of soft 
adventure activity in mountains is hiking on safe trails. Soft adventure mountain 
athletes are driven by sidestepping routine, exploring new things or expanding 
their comfort zones. They do not require a significant amount of climbing expe-
rience. 

Hard adventure climbing requires the use of specialised equipment, such as 
mountain ice axes, harnesses, hooks or ropes because the physical demands are 
quite high (Buckley, 2006; Lipscombe, 1995; Pomfret & Bramwell, 2016). It also 
includes winter expeditions, rock climbing, or strenuous treks (Millington et al., 
2001). Hard adventure climbing is practised in mountain ranges such as the Tatra 
Mountains, the Alps, or the Himalayas. Hard adventure mountain athletes take 
high risks associated with the real possibility of serious injury or even death: 
possibilities of falls, intense cold, high winds and very low atmospheric pressure, 
rock falls or avalanches, or the potential failure of safety equipment (Schöffl  
et al., 2010). These risks can impact a climber’s cognition, behaviours and emo-
tions (Lazarus, 2000). Hard adventure mountain athletes must manage risk and 
fear of falling or injury, thus they must have high physical endurance, technical 
skills, and psychological resources to cope with said danger (Buckley, 2018; 
Morrison & Schöffl, 2007). 
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Sensation-Seeking in Climbing 

Numerous theories have tried to explain why people voluntarily take high 
risks in the mountains (Ewert et al., 2013). In particular, the theory of sensation 
seeking proposed by Marvin Zuckerman explains the motivation to explore the 
dangers of nature (Zuckerman, 1994). Sensation seeking is defined as: “seeking 
varied, novel, complex and intense sensations and experiences and the willing-
ness to take physical, social, legal, and financial risks for the sake of such expe-
rience” (Zuckerman, 1994, p. 27). Genetic and biological research suggests that 
sensation seeking is a temperamental trait (Zuckerman, 2015). 

The sensation-seeking trait is related to participating in mountaineering. Re-
search has regularly demonstrated a higher level of sensation seeking in groups 
of climbers and groups of individuals who did not engage in risky sports 
(Breivik, 1996; Cronin, 1991; Rossi & Ceratti, 1993). The risky behaviors under-
taken by climbers have a crucial function of providing an optimal level of stimu-
lation. 

Sensation-seeking affects the perception of risk and it has stress-buffering ef-
fects (Anshel & Anderson, 2002; Ruedl et al., 2012; Frenkel et al., 2018). High 
sensation seekers differ from low sensation seekers with respect to perceived 
risks. Mountain athletes who are high sensation seekers do not consider their 
activities as very high risk; they subjectively control risk and perceive different 
dangerous situations in mountains as less threatening than controls did 
(Demirhan, 2005; Demirhan et al., 2014; Fave et al., 2003; Slanger & Rudestam, 
1997). 

The sensation-seeking trait can reduce psychological anxiety in dangerous 
situations. Climbers who are sensation seekers have lower scores on anxiety 
traits than the norm (Egan & Stelmack, 2003; Robinson, 1985). They less fre-
quently experience anxiety during climbing and can control for it. For extreme 
climbers, anxiety is a natural element of their experiences. Furthermore, anxiety 
in confrontation with nature supports their responsibility (Brymer & Schweitzer, 
2013). Castanier, Scanff, and Woodman (2010) claim that mountaineering de-
creases levels of fear. These authors suggest that mountaineering is attractive to 
climbers because they give them a chance to manage their fear (Woodman et al., 
2010). 

Besides showing a psychological response to stress, sensation seeking regu-
lates physiological responses to dangerous situations (Campbell & Ehlert, 2012). 
High sensation seekers have lower baseline levels of cortisol (Shabani et al., 
2011). Risk takers have also an attenuated cortisol response to stress (Couture  
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et al., 2008). This means that high sensation seekers can tolerate stressful experi-
ences better than low sensation seekers (Frenkel et al., 2018). 

Sensation-seeking affects perception of lower risk, anxiety, and cortisol in 
response to environmental stress suggesting low reactivity in a group of risk 
seekers. Unfortunately, low reactivity does not predict the specific and different 
cognitive ways climbers react to mountain-related stress such as possibilities of 
falls or severe weather conditions (Frenkel et al., 2018). Therefore, it seems that 
the perspective of coping research is a more adequate explanation of dealing with 
stress among climbers. 

Stress-Coping Strategies 

Coping is defined as the specific efforts, both behavioural and psychological, 
which people make in order to reduce or minimise stressful events (Aldwin, 
2007; Ben-Zur, 2009; Dias et al., 2012; Folkman, 2010; Lazarus & Folkman, 
1984; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2007). In each stressful situation, a person 
requires the use of a specific coping strategy (Greenglass, 2002). The predomi-
nance of one strategy over another is determined by both individual traits and the 
nature of the event in question (Skinner et al., 2003). The same strategy can be 
effective in one situation and ineffective in another (Folkman & Moskowitz; 
2004; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Skinner & Zimmer-Gembeck, 2009). Usually 
people use a mixture of different coping strategies, which may change over time 
(Aldwin, 2007). 

There are various ways of classifying coping strategies. One of the most 
common is a problem-focused strategy and emotion-focused strategy. The former 
focuses on endeavours to engage in activity in order to eliminate stressful cir-
cumstances. The latter involves attempts to regulate the emotional consequences 
of these circumstances. The next distinction in coping identified in source litera-
ture is between active and avoidance coping (Cohan, 2006; Endler & Parker, 
1990). Active coping strategies involve confronting the source of stress and de-
liberately attempting to reduce it. Avoidance coping strategies are mechanisms 
characterised by efforts to evade having to deal with the stressor (Carver & Con-
nor-Smith, 2010). Appraisal-focused coping involves the re-evaluation of a situa-
tion to reduce its importance and refers to strategies such as situation restructur-
ing (Cox & Ferguson, 1991; Dias et al., 2012). Schwarzer (2001) distinguishes 
forms of future-oriented coping: preventive coping (the aim of this strategy is to 
minimise future stress through taking preventive measures in the present) and 
proactive coping (this strategy is related to future challenges). 
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Surprisingly, climbing studies have very rarely focused on examining the 
coping process. Research on coping among climbers analysed affective processes 
during climbs such as levels of anxiety or fears. For example, high anxiety is re-
lated to jerky movements, rigid posture and taking longer to complete a climb 
(Pijpers et al., 2003; Sanchez et al., 2010). Low anxiety is correlated with self- 
-confidence, positive affects, and feelings of control (Jones et al., 2009). Fur-
thermore, low anxiety is likely related to facilitating success in climbing (Giles et 
al., 2014). 

Guan-Jang Wu (2013) interviewed three very experienced mountaineers in 
the context of stress and coping. The findings indicate that mountaineers experi-
ence various levels of stressors, such as emotional burdens associated with long 
separation and a fear of death. In addition, the results suggest that a range of 
internal and external stress-coping strategies such as denial, religion, self-help, 
and technology have been used to overcome these hurdles successfully. 

Pain-Coping Strategies 

Pain is one of the most universal types of stress. Williams and Craig (2016) 
have updated the definition, describing pain as “a distressing experience associ-
ated with actual or potential tissue damage with sensory, emotional, cognitive, 
and social components” (p. 2420). Cognitive and behavioural reactions to pain 
may affect pain, functional capacity, and psychological functioning. These reac-
tions to pain are studied under the category “pain coping.” Kraaimaat and Evers 
(2003) define coping strategies as “people’s behavioural and cognitive attempts 
to manage or tolerate pain and its effects” (p. 344). These authors distinguish 
between cognitive and behavioural strategies in coping with pain. This distinc-
tion served as the basis for the Coping Strategies Questionnaire (CSQ). CSQ 
measures six cognitive-coping strategies (reinterpreting pain, ignoring pain, di-
verting attention, coping self-statements, praying/hoping and catastrophising) 
and two behavioural-coping strategies (increasing activity level and increasing 
pain behaviours). A further conceptualisation in pain coping differentiates active 
from passive strategies. Active coping refers to strategies to relieve, control, and 
function with pain using one’s own resources. Passive strategies include with-
drawal, avoidance and negative self-statements about pain (Boothby et al., 1999). 
Coping with pain can also be classified into problem-focused strategies (strate-
gies involving direct attempts to cope with pain) versus emotion-focused strate-
gies (strategies involved in managing the emotional reactions to pain) (Allen  
et al., 2010) whilst other classifications divide positive and negative strategies 
(Jensen et al., 1995; Rosenstiel & Keefe, 1983). 
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Little is known about the potential coping strategies that are related to pain 
behaviour in adventure sports; however, research on traditional sports athletes 
(for example boxers, runners) have dominated the coping with sport pain litera-
ture. Coping strategies in traditional sports include using dissociative-coping 
strategies (Lind et al., 2009), ignoring pain (Deroche et al., 2011), avoiding 
thinking about pain, seeking social support, catastrophising, self-medicating, or 
reappraisal (Nicholls et al., 2007; Tricker, 2000; Wiese-Bjornstal, 2010). 

In a recent study McDougall (2018) compared pain tolerance, pain-coping 
strategies, and pain appraisals among elite and non-elite rock mountain athletes. 
Elite mountain athletes had better pain tolerance and used less distraction coping 
in laboratory settings than novice mountain athletes. Elite mountain athletes also 
reported more control and less distraction than non-elite mountain athletes in  
a recent, painful climb. 

The above research indicates that mountaineering has rarely been studied  
in the context of coping with stress and pain. Previous studies in this area have  
focused on perception of risk or psychological and physiological responses to 
stress. The achieved results indicate that hard mountain climbers minimise risk, 
subjectively control risk, experience lower anxiety in dangerous situations in 
natural environments, and better tolerate pain than in controls. Surprisingly, we 
know little about coping with stress and pain in groups of adventurous athletes 
(Frenkel et al., 2018). Does taking high risks among hard climbers relate to more 
problem and proactive focusing in stressful situations or preventive and avoid-
ance-oriented coping in this group of athletes? Do hard climbers use other strate-
gies of coping with pain than soft climbers? Answers to these questions will be 
examined in the following paragraphs. Thus, the first aim of the study is to con-
duct an analysis of the methods of coping with stress and pain among soft and 
hard mountain climbers to uncover any inter-scale correlations which might exist 
amongst the different ways of coping with stress and pain. The second aim of the 
study is to analyse the structure of ways of coping with stress and pain among 
climbers, using factor analysis. This can help us to better understand the most 
important factors of coping in the groups of climbers. 

Based on previous studies, it was hypothesised that hard adventure mountain 
athletes use problem-focused coping, proactive-focused coping with stress, and 
active-coping strategies with pain more often than the soft adventure mountain 
athletes. High-risk takers use emotion-focused coping and passive strategies with 
pain less often than athletes engaging in low risk activities during exploration  
of mountains. 
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METHOD 

Participants 

The sample included two groups. The first group of 97 Polish hard adventure 
mountain athletes who voluntarily participated were all men (Mage = 30.50,  
SD = 9.45). The average length of winter climbing experience was 7.45 years. 
Each participant in this group climbs mountains during the winter and risks being 
killed by an avalanche or dying from exposure and has personal experience in 
climbing in the Tatra mountains; forty eight mountaineers from this group also 
have personal experience in climbing in the Alps or the Himalayas. 

The second group was 103 Polish men who practised lower risk climbing 
(Mage = 28.30, SD = 6.50). Mountain athletes in this group have personal experi-
ence on safe hiking trails in the Beskid Mountains in Poland during the summer 
season. 

Procedure 

The author contacted climbers during their stays in mountain huts. Those 
who agreed to participate in the research completed a questionnaire anonymous-
ly. Participation was voluntary. 

The hard adventure mountain climbers were selected based on the specific 
criteria. They climbed in high mountains during the winter season using special-
ist equipment such as mountain ice axes, harnesses, hooks or ropes, and had 
more than five years climbing experience. Finally, they were interested in partic-
ipating in the research and were men. Hard mountains athletes filled in question-
naires during their stays in mountain huts in the Tatra National Park during  
the winter season. Furthermore, they were asked about climbing in other more 
elevated areas such as the Alps or the Himalayas. 

The soft adventure mountain climbers hiked in the Beskidy mountains during 
the summer season and did not use specialist climbing equipment such as moun-
tain ice axes, harnesses, hooks or ropes. They had no personal experience in 
climbing during the winter season in high mountains. Soft mountains athletes 
filled in questionnaires during their stays in mountain huts in the Beskidy moun-
tains during the summer season (the Beskidy Mountains are quite low mountains  
and climbing does not require any special equipment such as ropes, helmets  
or ice axes). 
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Measures 

Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations (CISS). The CISS contains three 
16-item scales which assess Task-Oriented Coping (Task scale) (Cronbach’s  
α = .90), Emotion-Oriented Coping (Emotion Scale) (Cronbach’s α = .82), and 
Avoidance-Oriented Coping (Avoidance Scale) (Cronbach’s α = .78) (Endler  
& Parker, 1990; Polish adaptation: Szczepaniak et al., 1996). In this study,  
the response is a 5-point Likert scale (1 = never, 5 = always) 

Proactive Coping Inventory (PCI). The Proactive Coping Inventory is  
a multidimensional inventory consisting of 55 items grouped in seven sub-scales 
(Greenglass et al., 1999; Polish adaptation by Pasikowski et al., 2002). The sub-
scales are broken down into the following categories: the Proactive Coping 
Scale, the Preventive Coping and Reflective Coping Scale, the Strategic Plan-
ning, the Preventive Coping, the Instrumental Support Seeking, the Emotional 
Support Seeking, and the Avoidance Coping. In this study respondents were 
asked to indicate how often they engage in various activities in which they en-
counter stressful situations and answer each item ranging from 1 (never) to 5 
(always). 

Because five of the seven scales of PCI (the Reflective Coping Scale, the 
Strategic Planning, the Preventive Coping, the Instrumental Support Seeking,  
the Emotional Support Seeking, and the Avoidance Coping) are congruent with 
the three scales of the Coping Inventory for Stressful Situations, only the Proac-
tive Coping subscale (Cronbach’s α = .87) and the Preventive Coping subscale 
(Cronbach’s α = .79) from PCI were used in the current study. 

The Coping Strategy Questionnaire (CSQ). The coping strategy question-
naire (Polish adaptation by Juczyński, 2000) consists of 42 items assessing the 
self-rated use of cognitive and behavioural strategies to cope with pain (Rosen-
stiel & Keefe, 1983). It comprises six subscales for cognitive strategies (Divert-
ing Attention, Reinterpretation of Pain, Catastrophising, Ignoring Pain, Pray-
ing/Hoping, and Coping Self-Statements) and a scale for behavioural strategies. 
The reliability of most subscales is Cronbach’s α > .80. Only two scales are char-
acterised by a lower reliability: scale for diverting attention: Cronbach’s α = .64, 
and the scale for behavioural strategies: Cronbach’s α = .63. On a scale ranging 
from 1 to 5, subjects are asked to indicate how often they use a particular item 
when they experience pain (1 = never, 5 = always). 

 
 



COPING WITH STRESS AND PAIN
 

 

 
 

161

RESULTS 

The hard adventure and the soft adventure mountain athlete groups were 
compared on each measure using the Student’s t test (see Table 1). 

 
Table 1. Comparisons of Coping with Stress and Pain in Hard and Soft Mountain Athletes 

 Hard adventure 
mountain athletes 

Soft adventure 
mountain athletes  

t(198) 

 
 

p  M SD M SD 

Preventive Coping 2.92 0.60 2.60 0.40 4.46 .001 

Proactive Coping 3.23 0.49 2.56 0.42 10.22 .001 

Task-Oriented Coping 3.89 0.65 3.35 0.57 6.15 .001 

Emotion-Oriented Coping 2.63 0.85 3.02 0.57 –3.81 .001 

Avoidance-Oriented Coping 2.99 0.88 3.00 0.64 –0.12 .903 

Diverting Attention 3.31 0.88 3.24 0.72 0.54 .589 

Reinterpretation of Pain 3.17 0.96 2.96 0.79 1.71 .088 

Catastrophising 2.43 1.19 2.99 0.77 –3.92 .001 

Ignoring Pain 3.65 0.84 3.27 0.75 3.36 .001 

Praying / Hoping 2.89 1.10 3.34 0.81 –3.28 .001 

Coping Self-Statements 4.06 0.68 3.58 0.70 4.88 .001 

Behavioral Strategies 3.61 0.76 3.34 0.64 2.76 .006 

 

The hard adventure climber group had a significantly higher means on the 
Preventive Coping, Proactive Coping, Task-Oriented Coping, Diverting Atten-
tion, Reinterpretation of Pain, Ignoring Pain, Coping Self-Statements, and Be-
havioural Strategies than the Soft Adventure Mountain athletes group, but lower 
means on Emotion-Oriented Coping, Catastrophising and Praying/Hoping than 
the soft mountain athletes group. 

Exploratory factor analysis was conducted for the scales of coping with 
stress and pain to diagnose the main coping factors of mountain athletes. The 
maximum-likelihood method of parameter estimation was chosen (Cudeck, 
2000). The KMO index was found to be .785. Additionally, BTS reached statisti-
cal significance χ2(66) = 1160.669 p < .01. The KMO and BTS results indicated 
that the data satisfied the psychometric criteria for factor analysis to be per-
formed. Exploratory factor analysis using the maximum-likelihood method  
of parameter estimation indicated a three-factor solution upon observing the 
scree plot (see Table 2). 



PIOTR PRÓCHNIAK
 

 

 

162

Table 2. Exploratory Factor Analysis for the Coping with Stress and Pain Scales 

Variables Factor – 1 Factor – 2 Factor – 3 

Emotion-Oriented Coping .77   

Avoidance-Oriented Coping .64   

Diverting Attention .70   

Catastrophising .84   

Praying / Hoping .80   

Preventive Coping  .77  

Proactive Coping  .83  

Task-Oriented Coping  .80  

Reinterpretation of Pain   .69 

Ignoring Pain   .84 

Coping Self-Statements   .79 

Behavioral Strategies   .64 

Explaining variance (%) 33.33 21.87 13.54 

Eigenvalue 3.99 2.62 1.62 

 

Additionally, in determining the optimal number of factors to extract, Paral-
lel Analysis (PA) was used (Ledesma & Valero-Mora, 2007). The parallel analy-
sis also showed a strong three-factor solution as demonstrated in Table 3. 

 

Table 3. Parallel Analysis for Coping With Stress and Pain Scales 

 
PCA PA 

1 3.99 1.41 

2 2.62 1.30 

3 1.62 1.22 

4 0.79 1.13 

5 0.59 1.07 

6 0.50 1.01 

7 0.45 0.95 

8 0.37 0.89 

9 0.33 0.83 

10 0.29 0.77 

11 0.24 0.71 

12 0.15 0.64 

Note. PCA = Principal Component Analysis; PA = Parallel Analysis. 
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The first factor, which accounted for 33% of the variance (eigenvalue = 
3.99), represents the dimension of Passive-Oriented Coping (subcomponents: 
Emotion-Oriented Coping, Avoidance-Oriented Coping, Diverting Attention, 
Catastrophising, Praying/Hoping). The second factor, which accounted for 22% 
of the variance (eigenvalue = 2.62), is labelled Future-Oriented Coping (Preven-
tive Coping, Proactive Coping, Task-Oriented Coping). The last factor, which 
accounted for 13.50% of the variance (eigenvalue = 1.62), is labelled Appraisal-
Oriented Coping (subcomponents: Reinterpretation of Pain, Ignoring Pain, Cop-
ing Self-Statements, Behavioural Strategies). 

Table 4 presents the scores on the three factors of coping extracted in the fac-
tor analysis between hard and soft mountain athletes. 
 

Table 4. Comparisons of Coping with Stress and Pain Factors in Hard and Soft Mountain Athletes 

Factors 

Hard adventure  
mountain athletes 

Soft adventure 
mountain athletes 

 
 

 
 

M SD M SD t(198) p 

Passive-Oriented Coping 2.85 0.80 3.12 0.50 –2.84 .004 

Future-Oriented Coping 3.35 0.46 2.84 0.36 8.55 .001 

Appraisal-Oriented Coping 3.63 0.67 3.30 0.58 3.73 .001 

 

The hard adventure mountain athletes had significantly higher means on the 
Future-Oriented Coping and the Appraisal-Oriented Coping scales and lower 
means on Passive-Oriented Coping than the soft mountain athletes group. 

In the final step, a discriminant function analysis (DFA) was applied to de-
termine which variables best discriminate between the hard adventure and soft 
adventure mountain athletes. The variables for the group differences were in-
cluded in the discriminant function analysis. The variables were: Passive-
Oriented Coping, Future-Oriented Coping, and Appraisal-Oriented Coping. 

One significant function was identified with an eigenvalue of .55 and canon-
ical correlation of .59, F(3, 196) = 36.37, p < .01. Table 5 indicates that 78.50% 
of the group cases were correctly classified, with this being 73.20% of the hard 
group and 83.50% of the soft group. 

 
 
 



PIOTR PRÓCHNIAK
 

 

 

164

Table 5. Classification Results of Hard and Soft Mountain Athletes 

  
Predicted group 

Cases  Hard 
p = .485 

Soft 
p = .515 

Original Count Hard 71 26 

 Soft 17 86 

% Classified Hard 73.2 26.8 

 Soft 83.5 16.5 

Note: 78.50 % of the original grouped cases are correctly classified. 

 

The Discriminant Function Analysis revealed that three factors of coping 
with stress and pain contributed significantly to the multivariate discrimination 
between the mountain athletes (see Table 6). 
 

Table 6. Summary of Discriminant Function Analysis 

 
Factors 

Wilks’ 
lambda 

Partial 
lambda 

F-to-remove  
(1, 196) 

p-level Tolerance 
1 Tolerance  

(R2) 

Future-Oriented Coping .84 .75 62.37 .001 .99 .00 

Passive-Oriented Coping .70 .91 18.80 .001 .84 .15 

Appraisal-Oriented Coping .69 .92 16.84 .001 .84 .15 

DISCUSSION 

The possibility of falls, avalanches, intense heat and cold, high winds, and 
very low or high atmospheric pressure can create challenging situations for 
mountain athletes. As such, the question of how mountaineers cope in these cir-
cumstances would appear to be intriguing. Surprisingly, though, the theories on 
outdoor adventure and the research into this have not focused on the individual 
coping methods which regulate climbers’ activities in mountain conditions. 

The aim of the present study was to examine forms of coping with stress and 
pain among mountain athletes. Analysis showed three coping factors which dis-
criminate the hard adventure mountain athletes from the soft adventure mountain 
athletes group. 

The most important factor is Passive-Oriented Coping. This factor explains 
the highest percent of variance in the psychological coping forms of mountain 
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athletes and includes the following subscales: Emotion-Oriented Coping, Avoid-
ance-Oriented Coping, Diverting Attention, Catastrophising, and Praying/  
Hoping. It seems that this factor describes affective-oriented coping in climbers. 
The hard climbers achieved lower scores on this factor compared to soft climb-
ers. The hypothesis in this part was confirmed. A lower mean on the passive-
oriented coping factor in the hard adventure climber group suggests that this 
group can control stress more effectively than the soft adventure mountain ath-
letes. This group of hard climbers probably seeks less support and thinks in  
a more wishful manner than the second group (soft climbers). The hard adven-
ture mountain athletes panic less frequently in the face of adversity and less fre-
quently create catastrophic visions, or they are less likely to pray in situations of 
physical difficulties compared to the soft adventure mountain athletes. Addition-
ally, this result suggests the hard adventure mountain athletes process infor-
mation more effectively in a threatening situation compared to the soft adventure 
mountain athletes. The results also suggest that the hard adventure mountain 
athletes are probably less “sensitive” to distress signals and their personal safety 
is perceived as being less at risk in dangerous situations than the soft adventure 
mountain athletes. Thus, the hard adventure mountain athletes will tend to take 
longer to withdraw from exploring the threat or wilderness compared to the soft 
adventure mountain athletes. The current findings are consistent with the results 
of Brymer and Schweitzer (2013). In this work, extreme athletes managed fear 
and treated fear as a natural part of practising adventure in the wilderness. 

The lower mean in the Passive-Oriented Coping factor in the group of hard 
climbers also suggests that this group is less reactive than the soft climbers. It is 
likely the hard climbers achieve optimum stimulation later are more active and 
experience lower stress, and react significantly less often with negative emotions 
in mountain conditions when similar conditions are experienced by soft moun-
tain climbers. This hypothesis should be tested in future studies. 

The second factor to emerge was labelled Future-Oriented Coping. This fac-
tor includes the following subscales: Preventive Coping, Proactive Coping and 
Task-Oriented Coping. This factor describes the specific efforts, both behaviour-
al and cognitive, which mountain athletes make in order to reduce or minimise 
stressful events in the wilderness and includes strategies which involve trying  
to change the nature of the wild nature stressor itself (Carver & Connor-Smith, 
2010; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). The hard adventure climbers scored higher 
compared to soft adventure mountain athletes, thus the hypothesis was con-
firmed. 
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This result suggests that the hard adventure athletes have a positive attitude 
towards future new events which demand risk taking, perceiving them as a chal-
lenge. They perceive dangers as less stressful because they have more resources 
at their disposal to cope with risks and try to influence the outcomes of the 
events, both positive and negative. Furthermore, they probably precisely plan 
behaviour, concentrate on goals, and effectively use time. These cognitive skills 
can minimise feelings of stress in the hard adventure group and this does not then 
interfere with the implementation of plans for outdoor recreation. 

The obtained result is convergent with the theory of flow (Csikszentmihályi, 
1990) or the proposals of Mortlock (1984) and Priest (1990). These authors em-
phasise the basic role of one’s own skills in the practice of adventure sports. 

In summary, it seems that the behaviours of mountain athletes that can be 
characterised as real, coherent, organised, and future-oriented play a significant 
role in undertaking risky behaviour when in close contact with nature. It is the 
basic requirement to adapt to the threats at times presented by the natural world. 

The last factor is labelled Appraisal-Oriented Coping (subcomponents: Rein-
terpretation of Pain, Ignoring Pain, Coping Self-Statements, Behavioural Strate-
gies). The hard adventure mountain athletes scored higher on this factor com-
pared to the soft adventure mountain athletes. This result suggests that the hard 
adventure mountain athletes do not avoid pain, but they modify the way they 
think about pain. They try to distance the pain or ignore it and try to change their 
mindset or revise their thoughts about pain. Previous research indicates that dis-
tancing pain and ignoring pain can increase pain tolerance and attenuate physio-
logical discomfort and psychological distress (Cioffi, 1991). High scores on ap-
praisal-focused coping in the group of hard adventure climbers may also suggest 
acceptance of pain more often than the soft adventure group. To the soft adven-
ture mountain athletes, pain is more often correlated to an unpleasant feeling and 
they have problems ignoring pain compared to the hard adventure mountain  
athletes. 

This lower score on Appraisal Oriented Coping in the group of hard climbers 
indicates also that this group views pain as something that is natural and neces-
sary. They are likely to interpret it as a sign that they are working hard and 
achieving peak performance. Mountain athletes must learn to be comfortable 
being uncomfortable. They cannot change the source of pain but can change their 
thinking about the pain. The soft adventure mountain athletes more often inter-
pret pain as threatening. When they experience pain, they probably focus on the 
pain rather than concentrate on climbing. In this way, the pain will increase and 
interfere with climbing (McDougall, 2018). 
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This result also suggests that the hard adventure mountain athletes are accus-
tomed to experiencing pain during climbs due to the intense physical effort 
(Hainline et al., 2017). The continuous exposure to pain may help their adapta-
tion to physical pain levels and it can also decrease pain sensitivity in the hard 
adventure mountain athletes group. In summary, it seems that hard adventure 
mountain athletes may have a greater potential than the soft adventure mountain 
athletes for pain tolerance. 

Contact with severe weather conditions or the possibility of falls in moun-
tains is often associated with extensive physical involvement. Behaviour in 
heavy rain, extreme temperatures or high wind is thus determined by the psycho-
logical traits rooted in biology. In this context, temperament plays an important 
part. According to Strelau (2013), temperament performs the function of a mod-
erator with an influence on difficult situations when there are implications of 
possible death. Temperamental theories persuasively explain why people seek 
risk in the wilderness and feel fewer negative emotions in stressful environments. 
However, it does not explain what risk takers think in a difficult situation, how 
they treat the different risks, and what strategies they use for pain tolerance, 
though they are aware of it. It seems that the results of the current study show 
that not only biologically determined traits are important in one’s exploration 
of the wilderness. Cognitive skills are also necessary to function effectively  
in demanding natural environments. 

LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY  

AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

An important limitation of the present study is that the respondents were only 
climbers—this fact limits the generalisability of results for other groups of risk 
takers in natural environments. Therefore, in future research it will be important 
to assess not only climbers but other groups of mountain risk takers. It could be 
interesting to compare mountain climbers and mountain kayakers, canoeists, or 
downhill athletes. It would be also interesting to compare the coping mechanisms 
of climbers with other risky, non-mountain athletes, i.e., skydivers or scuba di-
vers. The specifics of adventure sports may result in different risk coping-
profiles. 

The current study does not control for the levels of reactivity of climbers. 
This is a limitation of this study. Future research should analyse the relationship 
between reactivity and coping strategies in groups of soft and hard climbers. 
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All climbers in this study were men. Previous research indicates that gender 
plays an important role in the perception of risk and risk taking among adven-
turous people: women perceive higher risk in natural environments compared  
to men (Demirhan, 2005; Demirhan et al., 2014; Kontos, 2004). In this context,  
it would be interesting to compare hard women mountain athletes and hard men 
mountain climbers with respect to coping with stress and pain. Do gender differ-
ences exist in coping strategies between these groups of mountain athletes? 

The current study analysed only a part of the personal resources of climbers. 
It seems that future studies should concentrate not only on the ways of coping 
with stress or pain. For instance, it could be possible to study the personal  
resources of climbers from such perspectives as Core Self-Evaluation (Judge, 
2002) or Psychological Capital (Luthans et al., 2007). 

CONCLUSIONS 

Research on climbers very often focuses on the motivational aspects of  
a risky activity. The excitement of the mountains, the demand for new and stimu-
lating experiences, an escape from the monotony of everyday life or the need for 
freedom are very often the motives of people who seek adventure in the wild 
world of mountains (Brymer & Schweizter, 2017; Buckley, 2011; Ewert et al., 
2013; Pomfret & Bramwell, 2016). Motivation theories can explain why people 
want to explore mountains, but these theories say little about adaptation and cop-
ing in dangerous natural environments. In the analysis of climbing behaviour, 
one should consider, apart from motives, the personal resources that determine 
adaptation and functioning in the demanding world of wild nature. In this way 
the analysis of mountain athletes’ activities will allow us to understand moun-
taineering more fully. 
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