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ABSTRACT
This paper seeks to address the changing image and identity of the aerial
adventure industry as it becomes increasingly commercialized, which has
led to uncertainty over its positioning within either adventure tourism or
amusement rides. Such a positioning is critical in order to mitigate the
problems caused by an inappropriate identification and image that con-
tributes to poor inspections, poor procedures and policies, and ultimately,
poor perceived risks and safety. In an industry where one serious injury
impacts all operators, it is essential for all stakeholders to have collective
“buy in” to effective policies that are standardized across the entire
industry. The current identity confusion has merely led to misconceptions
from public stakeholders. Through a qualitative case-study, this paper
finds that aerial adventure parks share characteristics with adventure
tourism and amusement rides and so resembles a hybrid. This is largely
due to the presence of inherent risk and the role of the participant, both of
which are less present on amusement rides. The paper therefore calls for
state agencies to identify the activity as a stand-alone activity and for the
subsequent regulations and policies to reflect this hybrid status.

ARTICLE HISTORY
Received 5 September 2019
Accepted 9 March 2020

KEYWORDS
Adventure tourism; aerial
adventure; risk
management; co-creation
experience; amusement
rides; attraction
management

Introduction

Since turning commercial in 2008, the US aerial adventure industry [AAI] has become one of the fastest
growing sectors in the United States, with over 250 adventure parks in operation today and a current
annual growth rate in excess of 13% (API, 2019; Billock et al., 2015; Smith, 2015; Sweeney, 2016;
Wagstaff, 2015). Despite this, limited research exists on this tourism sub-sector and on adventure
tourism in the US in general. Aerial adventure parks [AAP] can be described as obstacle courses or
rope courses set between 10 and 60 ft in the air, consisting of rope bridges, tight ropes, cargo nets,
ziplines and more (Treego, 2014). Harnesses and some form of belay system are worn and used to keep
participants attached to belay cables, whilst traversing through courses (Hansen, Fyall et al., 2019).
Whilst participants are provided initial training on how to use such equipment, they are largely
responsible for their own safety once on the course (Bromley Mountain Ski Resort, 2019 Hansen,
Hjalager et al., 2019). Typically, courses are set in the trees or on poles with platforms for participants to
stand on and some type of obstacle or zipline connecting the trees/poles. The participant’s objective is to
make their way through the course, often relying on their own problem-solving, strength and stamina.

Much like adventure tourism is becoming increasingly commercialized, so is the aerial adventure
industry (Giddy, 2018; Hansen, Fyall et al., 2019). Originally seen as an educational tool with its
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roots in Outward Bound USA in the 1960s (Wagstaff, 2015), the activity’s biggest component today
is the commercial side with a focus on pay-for-play (Smith, 2015). However, despite the activity
seemingly cementing its position as a niche sector within the tourism industry in recent years,
academia and industry stakeholders appear to struggle in identifying the activity appropriately.
Seemingly, it is currently suffering from an identity crisis. Indeed, academic research into the AAI is
very limited to date (Billock et al., 2015; Hansen, Fyall et al., 2019) with this study one of the first to
focus solely on this new activity.

At present, concerns within the industry exist over whether the AAI should be identified as
adventure tourism, as the name would seem to imply, or amusement rides. On the face of it, such
issues may seem minor or in fact trivial. Yet, the appropriate identification of the aerial adventure
industry has considerable managerial and policy implications on the private stakeholders as well as
the expectations of the public stakeholder in charge of regulating the activity, as this paper will
highlight. Previous research has already recognized the importance of appropriate regulations as
adventure tourism becomes increasingly commercialized (Giddy, 2018). Specifically to the aerial
adventure industry, an inappropriate identification may lead to poor inspections, poor procedures
and policies at state level, which could have dire consequences from a risk management point-of-
view in regards to public safety. The impact of such is felt by both public and private stakeholders,
through the design, construction, operation and inspection of the courses. Thus, it should be in all
stakeholder’s interest to have effective policies in place, knowing an incident at one park will have
a negative impact on the industry as whole (author, reference not provided to protect anonymity).

Interestingly, the activity has recently been identified as an adventure tourism activity (author,
reference not provided to protect anonymity). Nevertheless, as the activity becomes ever-more
commercial, it inevitably loses certain elements of adventure, perhaps developing a warped image of
being an activity similar to amusement rides. In fact, the image and identity of the industry is changing
somewhat from a traditional educational focus to a contemporary pay-to-play focus, though it retains
many of its original features (Hansen, Hjalager et al., 2019). Bearing this in mind, the paper seeks to
identify AAPs appropriately and address the managerial and policy implications this would have on
the industry as a whole, knowing that effective regulation improves public safety levels and may also
lead to an improved competitive advantage for the industry (Pulido-Fernández et al., 2019).

One differentiator between amusement rides and adventure tourism is the role of the participant.
The rollercoasters traditionally associated with amusement parks rely on state-of-the-art technol-
ogy where the participant’s experience is planned and organized down to the smallest details
(Milman, 2010). Similarly to adventure tourism, the aim is to excite and elicit thrill of the
participants, but in an excessive manner, allowing the participants to enjoy the ride with little-to-
no influence on the activity, making for a more passive experience (Holyfield, 1999). On the other
hand, adventure tourism provides exceedingly interactive activities, in which the role of the
participant is more predominant (Clinch & Filimonau, 2017). Yet, commercialization and changes
to the role of the participant may have critical consequences with regards to risk management
(Giddy, 2018; Hansen, Fyall et al., 2019). Giddy (2018) for example, reported on a relative lack of
experience, often none, among participants in commercial adventure tourism, in relation to the
specific activity at hand, which is also likely to shape the participants’ image of the activity.

Understanding this role, in relation to risk management procedures, therefore becomes critical
to our understanding of the subsequent managerial and policy implications when positioning the
industry appropriately (Giddy, 2018; Wang et al., 2019). Unlike previous research, which has
mainly been interested in the consumer and, or, staff experience, this paper instead goes beyond
this and seeks to understand how the industry is perceived by state agencies and the managerial and
policy implications this may have going forward. As such, this paper seeks to address the changing
identity and image of the aerial adventure industry and how it differs from amusement rides in the
hope this might facilitate more efficient and accurate regulation. At the time of writing, it is
estimated thirteen states regulate aerial adventure parks (Hubbard-Merrell, 2019), meaning many
have yet to explore policies within this sphere.



Literature review

As of yet it would seem that there is no set agreement on the definition of adventure tourism (C.
Cater, 2013; McKay, 2013; Swarbrooke, 2003; UNWTO, 2014). Mykletun (2018, p. 319) described it
as a somewhat “blurred concept and a multifaceted field” recognizing the various and, at times,
vastly different types of activities residing under this label. Indeed, Rantala et al. (2018) argued that
adventure tourism is perhaps more of a category as opposed to a concept. The Adventure Travel
Trade Association (ATTA, 2013) defines adventure tourism as a trip that includes two of three
elements: physical activity, natural environment and cultural immersion and includes both domes-
tic and international tourists. Swarbrooke’s (2003, p. 32) influential work on adventure tourism
found that two different levels existed; ‘soft’ and ‘hard’ adventure. Soft implying that some
adventure is included, but high levels of safety exists [e.g. bird watching or canopy tours]
(Villalobos-Céspedes et al., 2010). Hard adventure represents physically demanding activities and
higher levels of risk [e.g. caving and trekking] (McKay, 2013).

However, more recently, some have attempted to distance adventure tourism from the “soft” and
“hard” dichotomy, arguing that the commercial side of the industry is positioned somewhere in
between the two with aspects of both “soft” and “hard” (C. Cater, 2013; Varley & Semple, 2015).
Hansen et al. (2019) recently identified AAPs as adventure tourism attractions, yet industry has yet
to follow suit. In light of the numerous new activities continuously being added to the commercial
adventure tourism umbrella (Mykletun, 2018), the fact that the AAI has yet to be classed is perhaps
understandable. Indeed, neither the UNWTO (2014) nor the ATTA (2013) have yet to list it as an
adventure tourism activity. Nevertheless, aerial adventure activities include physical activity and
are, for the most part, present in the natural environment, thus meeting ATTA’s criteria.

The participant experience has been described as ‘a voluntary engagement in novel, uncertain
and most often emotionally intense activity’ (Holyfield, 2005, p. 174). Today, adventure is defined
by its psychological characteristics, including seeking excitement, challenge, fear and self-
development (Cheng et al., 2018). This is achieved by having participants actively interact with
the provider (Grissemann & Stokburger-Sauer, 2012). In turn, an experience is co-created and not
simply consumed by the participant. Indeed, this is one of the many motivating factors behind
engaging in adventure tourism – the promise of a highly self-defined experience (Prebensen & Xie,
2017; Sfandla & Björk, 2013). Whether traditional or commercial adventure tourism, co-creation is
critical to the overall success of the adventure experience (Mathisen, 2019).

“Adventure” implies action, meaning this is not a passive experience, but one which is engaging,
absorbing and requires commitment, both mentally and physically, from the participant as they go
through the activity and through interaction with staff (Rantala et al., 2018). Indeed, the roles of staff
and participants in relation to risk management of commercial adventure tourism has already been
highlighted in previous research (Clinch & Filimonau, 2017; Giddy, 2018; Wang et al., 2019). To the
contrary, amusement rides are inherently more passive experiences (Holyfield, 1999). Yet, much
like amusement rides, participants in commercial adventure tourism do not necessarily have past
experience in relation to the activity at hand (Giddy, 2018), which might be attributable to the
identity crisis of the aerial adventure industry.

Adventure tourism: risk as a motivation

Similar to AAPs, adventure tourism comes from a background of outdoor sports and recreation (Chen
et al., 2017; Hall, 1992; Wagstaff, 2015). Much adventure tourism research has focussed on the
motivations of participants and to date it is widely agreed upon that risk is essential to adventure,
although much of this is perceived risk (Clinch & Filimonau, 2017; Rantala et al., 2018; UNWTO,
2014). Giddy andWebb (2016) described adventure tourism as activities involving risks, thus arguably
supporting this argument. In addition, whilst risk traditionally has negative connotations, in aerial
adventure and adventure tourism, the connotation is largely positive (Wang et al., 2019). It is worth



noting, though, this is a managed risk that, to a certain extent, becomes a perceived risk instead in
commercial adventure tourism (Mackenzie & Kerr, 2013). However, this comes with a caveat:
participants desire the feeling of taking risks, but do not seek actual harm and most likely lack the
required skills to deal with such (Buckley, 2012; Fletcher, 2010; Giddy, 2018; Hansen et al., 2019). This
paradoxical relationship with risk becomes apparent with actual risk being negative, whilst the
perceived risk enables participants to experience positive emotions (Mykletun, 2018). Both are
present, yet the extent to which actual risk surfaces is often reliant on the actions behind the people
involved in the activity, be they participants or the provider.

As with AAPs, adventure tourism has undergone considerable changes, most notably the
commercialization and mass accessibility of its activities (Giddy & Webb, 2016; Rantala et al.,
2018; Rickly & Vidon, 2017). Here, the emphasis is on providing high throughput, low difficulty
experiences for the unskilled, meaning activities that were once for the elites in their field are now
readily accessible to most people, including families and children (Buckley, 2007; Mykletun, 2018;
Rantala et al., 2018). Holyfield (2005, p. 174) point out that ‘today’s adventure companies now
compete to provide excitement and other intense emotions while guaranteeing the safety of those
who do not actually wish to risk their lives experiencing these sensations’. Research suggests that
whilst responsibility of participant safety has shifted from participants to operators as adventure
tourism has commercialized, some responsibility still lies with the participant through their
behaviours (C. I. Cater, 2006; Wang et al., 2019). Seemingly, risk is sufficiently more inherent in
this type of activity as compared to traditional amusement rides, although this is still somewhat
manufactured. Nevertheless, by combining AAPs together with amusement rides, do state agencies
run the risk of not fully understanding the differences and thereby implementing policies reflecting
this? As an example, Tennessee has grouped these two activities together, defining amusement rides
as such (State of Tennessee, 2019, p. 2):

Amusement device means: any mechanical or structural device that carries [. . .] a person, or that permits
a person to walk along, around or over a fixed or restricted route or course [. . .] for the purpose of giving
persons’ amusement, pleasure, thrills or excitement.

Amusement rides and adventure tourism clearly have these characteristics in common and these are
undoubtedly adding to the warped image and resulting identity crisis of the aerial adventure industry.
Yet, the literature indicates the excitement and thrills are derived from actual risk within adventure
tourism, with the role of the participant, and its impact on risk management, providing a key differ-
entiator of the two (Rantala et al., 2018). Arguably, when actual risk is present to this extent, this should
also have considerable managerial and policy implications. The impact of such is felt by both public and
private stakeholders, through the design and construction of the parks, operating and inspecting the
parks to the public participating in the experience. Thus, it should be in all stakeholder’s interest to have
effective policies in place. By considering AAPs an amusement ride, are state agencies sufficiently
equipped to differentiate between such inherently different activities? Contrary to the state of
Tennessee, the state of Colorado (2019) (Tennessee, 2019) recognizes the two as being different, defining
AAPs and amusement rides separately in their Amusement Rides and Devices Regulations. By failing to
identify the industry accurately, is the public stakeholder putting consumer safety at risk? Bearing this in
mind, the purpose of this paper is to understand whether AAPs should be identified as an amusement
ride or as an adventure tourism activity. The following sections seek to determine this identification.

Methodology

A single case study approach of the US AAI was chosen to offer a deeper understanding of the
industry and how it is perceived by public and private stakeholders. Yin (2014) argues a single case
study is most appropriate when studying a single group of people. ¨ Twenty semi-structured
interviews were undertaken and took place over Skype with the conversations recorded and after-
wards transcribed by the authors. To provide some structure to the interviews, an interview guide



consisting of a number of questions relevant to this paper, was devised by the authors. These
questions were largely derived from the the literature. Non-probability sampling techniques were
utilized as using random sampling was not deemed feasible. This was due to only certain stake-
holders being considered for this paper, and not all cases within the sample universe, with the
consumer omitted from the data gathering. This decision was made in light of their lack of specific
knowledge of the subject. It was deemed that the public stakeholder [the government] represent the
consumer as the legislator. A combination of convenience sampling, snowball sampling and
purposeful sampling techniques were employed. Data gathering continued until saturation was
reached, as originally opined by Glaser and Strauss (1967). First step in the sampling strategy was
defining the sampling universe (Robinson, 2014).

Smith (2015) identified 252 AAPs in the US, though little specific information was available on
these parks. There are 50 states in the US, all of whichmay or may not regulate the industry. However,
the exact amount of builders and insurance providers within the US is not clear. The Association for
Challenge Course Technology [ACCT’s] Preferred Vendor Member list has 34 US-based Preferred
VendorMembers (PVM), constituting builders who are ACCTmembers andmeet certain criteria. As
a result, the PVM list acted as a guidance for this paper’s sampling strategy. Further, only insurance
providers offering insurance for organizations within the AAI were approached. With these facts in
mind, the researcher had at least 336 stakeholders, and thus potential participants as industry
stakeholders, namely private, public and third sector stakeholders from the US AAI were approached
to participate. The type of interview participant included state agents, builders, operators, insurance
agents and standard-writers from the AAI. Senior managers from the respective organizations were
approached to participate due to their knowledge and influence in regards to the AAI. However,
participants were not asked to compare the AAI and amusement rides. The participants were from
various states, including Florida, New Hampshire, North Carolina and Colorado. The sampling
strategy was further aided by Mitchell et al. (1997) theory of stakeholder identification and salience.
This framework recognizes all stakeholders, but prioritizes certain stakeholders over others. As
a result, it was deemed this framework was most suitable for this paper. Stakeholder legitimacy was
the attribute used to guide stakeholder identification for the paper.

As the case study focussed on an industry, but gathered data through speaking to various
stakeholders from the public and private sector, an embedded analysis was employed. This allowed
the case study to focus on the industry as a whole, whilst not forgetting the “sub-units”, or
stakeholders, that ultimately make up the industry (Yin, 2014).

Once the data was transcribed it was analysed using thematic analysis, with the development of
themes guided by the literature review. This also meant an abductive approach was utilized to develop
thematic codes. Thematic analysis increases the accuracy and sensitivity of the researcher’s under-
standing and interpretation of the data collected (Boyatzis, 1998). The themes developed for the paper
were supported by segments from the interviews (Creswell, 2007). The thematic analysis process
involved three stages: deciding on sampling and design issues, developing themes and a code and
finally validating and using the code (Boyatzis, 1998). Given the interview guides were guided by the
literature, it was inevitable that themes in the data collected would also reflect the literature. As an
example, theme one centred on the activity’s relationship with risk, a critical subject in adventure
tourism. Two codes were devised, namely adventure and amusement in lieu of the purpose behind the
paper. Three themes were subsequently developed: providing a thrilling, but safe experience, aerial
adventure park: an amusement ride, and The People V. Aerial Adventure Parks.

Results

Theme one: providing a thrilling, but safe experience

The data portrayed an industry having a paradoxical relationship with risk. Participants desire
a thrilling and immersive experience. Yet, the participants do not want to experience actual



harm. As such, the industry seeks to create thrilling experiences, whilst keeping the consumer
returning by avoiding the confrontation of actual danger. Thus, perceived risk has become key to
the attraction of AAPs, similarly to adventure tourism, though some interview participants
acknowledged the inherent risks present too, which it would seem was also the critical difference
between AAPs and amusement rides. As participant 8, an engineer within the industry,
pointed out:

I think it’s [perceived risk] actually very important. Without a perceived risk it’s not adventurous [. . .]nobody
wants to be experiencing real danger [. . .] but any time you climb something you are at risk of falling [. . .].

Further, not only is perceived risk key to the attraction of the activity, evidently, maintaining this balance
between perceived and actual risk is therefore also critical to the management of it. When asked about
this paradoxical relationship with risk participant 6, the CEO of a national builder, pointed out:

. . . that’s probably where its magic is, and as providers of those products and services, can we create a very
risky experience for people that is not really risky, it’s actually pretty safe?.

This latter point was further stressed by participant 5, a site manager and course designer of
a national builder, acknowledging that perceived risk is essentially actual risk that has been
managed and thereby delivering the desired experience to the consumer:

[. . .] there’s a perceived risk that brings out the desire for that little bit of thrill-seeking that everybody has. [. . .]
the entire program is crafted in such a way to mitigate as much risk as possible.

Through perceived risk, participants are able to experience an immersive activity. The data seemed to
indicate that people are, in part, attracted to AAPs due to the predictability of everyday life today. This
type of, somewhat, manufactured adventure enables the participants to encounter a much deeper
experience, as opposed to the traditional amusement ride. For example, participant 6 pointed out that:

People like to feel alive and that experience of having your life somewhat on the edge [. . .] you’re doing something
very tangible and physical and you’re very conscious and aware [. . .] there’s an adrenaline rush with it.

Similarly, it was argued that consumers today desire more engaging and challenges activities during
recreational time, which push their boundaries in ways that their every-day lives do not. Participant
9, an operations manager of an operator, argued that:

most people have to seek adventure and challenges through recreation [. . .] their day-to-day life does not
provide that anymore.

From the data it appeared that the perceived risk is key to the activity. However, clearly there’s a fine
line between perception and actual risk and the latter does indeed exist. Seemingly, depending on
the effectiveness of risk management policies and procedures in place, there will always be some
levels of inherent risk involved, but compared to other adventure sports, such as rock climbing, it is
much more hidden. Nevertheless, understanding this aspect of the activity would seem critical to
state agencies when implementing policies, knowing the level of risk within the activity is suppo-
sedly more apparent as compared to amusement rides. If state policies do not reflect this, they may
be rendered ineffective as a result, which could have dire consequences with regards to public safety.

Theme two: aerial adventure park: an amusement ride?

One prevalent theme within the data contended that perception from the public agency-side created
challenges to effective riskmanagement. The data indicated the few states that do regulate the industry
tend to identify it as an amusement ride or carnival ride, which is, perhaps, not a identificationification
the industry concurs with. The data pointed to a number of differentiators between the two types of
activities, mainly relating to the levels of co-creation and experience in general, be it the level of
involvement of the participant or the level of risk. These factors, once again, enable the participant to



encounter an experience which is, seemingly, considerably more immersive than that of a typical
amusement ride. A more immersive experience adds another level of risk, which is not present in
amusement rides. Arguably, the state agencies may therefore fail to appreciate this difference, not
understanding the considerably different role of the participant on an AAP as compared to an
amusement ride. This argument was, for example, put forth by participant 8:

The amusement park is not supposed to have [. . .] an actual risk, it’s only supposed to be perceived, but with
an aerial adventure course, because the participation is higher, that risk is very different.

Indeed, it would seem amusement rides simply do not allow for such levels of participant involve-
ment, and thus does not provide levels of engagement to the extent that AAPs do. It was, for
example, argued personal growth is, perhaps, not as evident, if at all, in traditional amusement ride
activities, such as rollercoasters. Some interview participants argued that the two activities are, as
a result, vastly different, one offering a considerably more immersive experience than the other for
participants. For example, participant 11 commented that:

[. . .] [. . .] it’s [amusement rides] basically just a ride. An aerial adventure park is: you’re interacting, you’re
sweating, you’re moving, you’re actively moving between elements [. . .] in a carnival ride you’re sitting there.
Like, you’re not supposed to move!.

Participant 12 was facing government regulation in their particular state and was concerned
whether AAPs would fall under amusement rides. They argued, the implications of such policies
could increase the challenges of risk management, with AAPs offering an activity where partici-
pants, to a certain extent, are responsible for their wn safety. The participant commented:

I’m hoping that we won’t be lumped in with that [amusement rides], because this really isn’t an amusement
ride, it’s more of an independent sport [. . .]an amusement ride is, basically, you’re strapped in and you can’t
detach and you go on a ride.

Indeed, participant involvement seems to be the differentiator between AAPs and amusement rides.
This is seemingly, a critical point for state agencies to understand when implementing policies for
the industry Participant 17 highlighted this difference:

Aerial adventure parks are a bit more challenging and a bit more involved. [. . .] because there’s the amount of
independent play and exploration.

Further, participant 5 described the difference between AAPs and amusement rides, also pointing
out the interaction between staff and participants taking place. Once again, the possible implications
of misunderstanding the nature of this activity, became obvious:

[. . .] most of those [amusement parks and carnival rides], you teach the guy who, that you hit the green button
to turn it on and you hit the red button to turn it off, [. . .] to transfer that over to something that has such
a guide or monitor driven [. . .] They’re responsible for a lot, including some higher-end rescues.

The data indicated that some state agencies perceive AAPs in a similar light to amusement rides,
which, in turn, brings challenges to risk management. Indeed, with perception playing a key role, if
accidents are getting fewer but worse, this could potentially create a perception issue. According to
the data, the main differentiator between the two is the level of participation required from
participants at AAPs. Indeed, participants and staff are, to a certain extent, responsible for their
own safety. Once again, understanding such considerable differences would seem imperative for
public agencies. Seemingly, misclassifying the industry will lead to ineffective policies and proce-
dures, which threaten the long-term sustainability of the industry as a result.

Theme three: the people V. Aerial Adventure Parks

A recurring theme within the data was the critical role of the human factor within this activity at
various levels, particularly in regards to risk management. Some participants commented that the



vast majority of failures were due to human error, as opposed to mechanical faults. Perhaps not
surprisingly, participant 15 described human error as the main area of concern in risk manage-
ment, arguing that “that’s definitely the one that jumps out at you the most”. Participant 9
commented on the challenges that participants bring to effective risk management, arguing that
such challenges make the activity inherently different from traditional amusement rides.
Participant 9 stated:

[. . .] they [the participants] have far more control of the experience on an aerial adventure than they do on
a roller coaster. So, I would say the most difficult aspect that we deal with, [. . .] is the participants themselves
[. . .] there’s a component of the safety that relies on the participants themselves that they may, or may not,
fully understand.

Whilst the human factor seemingly differentiates AAPs from amusement rides, it is also an
apparent cause for concern within the industry. Many participants spoke of the increased levels
of risk involved, when handing responsibility over to the participants, even if it is just at a minor
level. Participant 12 spoke of the challenges of dealing with the human factor in risk
management:

[. . .] the human factor, it can more than quintuple the danger. Any time you have humans involved in
a program or in a system, there’s always a risk that something could go wrong.

Regardless of the amount of training participants go through, it seemed that participants were still
capable of complicating matters. Participant 18, for example, commented on the challenges of
getting participants to follow directions, which in turn has led to incidents:

[. . .] the most serious of accidents have been is [. . .] not following directions [. . .] I think the biggest threat that
they have is making sure that they monitor the patrons to make sure that they’re following instructions.

As such, it is perhaps not surprising that the industry feels it is imperative the various state
governments identifyify the industry appropriately. Participant 3 argued that getting the classifica-
tion of the activity correct could indeed be critical to participant safety:

If you tell people that it’s an amusement ride and it’s safe, the type of people that are going to be drawn to it are
people that [. . .] are going to be much, much less willing to accept the fact there is risk in what they’re doing.

Thus, participant involvement appears to be key to AAPs, though it also clearly presents the
industry with challenges to risk management, an aspect that would seemingly need to be reflected
upon within state policies. Participant 11 indeed defined it as such: “the biggest risk are the guests
breaking the rules and having an accident”.

Nevertheless, according to participant 4 these differences are slowly being eradicated due to the
demand for safer experiences, a development that appears to be creating challenges to achieving
effective risk management. As a result, the participant argued the industry was moving towards
becoming more like an amusement ride, perhaps even on purpose, albeit slowly:

[. . .] participant involvement is one of the biggest things that we’re currently dealing with, [. . .] it’s hard to
manage that risk, because you can’t control people it’s turning more into a passive experience, more like
a rollercoaster-situation.

Indeed, whilst the human factor seemingly still plays a critical role, it would appear that due to
technology and innovation, this factor is becoming less apparent and, to a certain extent, managed
out of the system. Participant 15 commented:

I think it still plays a significant role [the role of the participant], but I think it is a changing role. participant
perception that plays a huge role on the risk management-side of things [. . .] I think it’s the operator’s, [. . .] to
[. . .] manage their perception.

As such, the data suggested that the level of participation taking place among participants also
provides a great challenge to effective risk management. The interview participants seemingly



alluded to risk always being present as long as the activity consisted of high-levels of co-creation,
due to human error and participants choosing not to follow the rules. Whilst the industry is
seemingly shifting towards less participant involvement, it would appear this has yet to fully take
place. Thus, understanding this part of the activity would still seem to be critical to state agencies
and should thus have implications on their policies.

Conclusion and implications

This paper set out to identify the AAI accurately as either an adventure tourism activity or an
amusement ride. This was deemed necessary in light of the managerial and policy implications such
identification might have on public safety, through poor state inspections and poor policies and
procedures being put in place, which may all be detrimental to the risk management processes within
the industry. An incident at one park does not simply negatively impact that individual operator, but
the industry as whole, thereby making the industry unsustainable in the long-term. The data would
seem to suggest the industry suffers from an identity crisis with state agencies also appearing unclear of
how to identify the AAI, which in turn has led to amisunderstanding of the activity in some cases, with
it predominantly being identified as an amusement ride. Figure 1, below, has been developed through
the information gathered in the data highlighting the characteristics of the aerial adventure industry
and highlights similar characteristics to adventure tourism as well as amusement rides. Similarly to
amusement rides, for example, the emphasis is on providing mass appeal and low difficulty experi-
ences for the unskilled, meaning these activities are now readily accessible to most people, including
families and children (Buckley, 2007; Mykletun, 2018; Rantala et al., 2018).

However, according to the data and the literature, contrary to amusement rides, some respon-
sibility still resides with the participants in the AAI, in light of the level of participation required
(Clinch & Filimonau, 2017; Mathisen, 2019). Responsibility would seem to be shared in this case

Figure 1. Characteristics of the AAI.



between the operator and the participant, when responsibility is placed largely on the operator of
amusement rides. Evidently, as the industry commercializes, its image changes as well and as
a result it increasingly shares similar characteristics with amusement rides, including thrill-
seeking, low-skilled participants and a passive experience element. Yet, the resulting identity crisis
brings challenges to risk management due to the levels of participation of both staff and participants
being vastly different at AAPs as compared to amusement rides, which in turn results in inaccurate
expectations of public agencies who may not understand nor appreciate the impact this has on the
activity. The result, conceivably, has negative consequences for all stakeholders within the industry.
It is likely that the AAI is moving more towards “soft” commercial adventure tourism, towards
a more passive experience, and away from “hard” adventure, a move which is largely facilitated
through innovation (Giddy, 2018; Hansen et al., 2019). However, this transition also ties in with
Varley and Semple (2015) argument that commercial adventure tourism sits in-between “soft” and
“hard” adventure tourism. One could argue commercial adventure tourism, and aerial adventure
parks, is a hybrid version of adventure tourism and amusement rides.

The human factor would appear to play a much greater role in risk management than compared to
amusement rides. Recent research has recognized the impact on risk management the behaviour of
staff and participants has within adventure tourism (Clinch & Filimonau, 2017; Mathisen, 2019;Wang
et al., 2019). Whilst aerial adventure parks thrive on the element of perceived risks, similarly to
commercial adventure tourism (Hansen et al., 2019; Rantala et al., 2018), actual risks still remain if not
managed appropriately, with particular emphasis on the human factor. The paradoxical relationship
with risk is clearly present within the AAI as well (Mykletun, 2018). Interview participants, for
example, spoke of amusement ride attendants simply having to push buttons to start and stop rides
with participants having little to no involvement in the process of the ride itself. However, on AAPs,
much of the risk derives from the level of participation of staff and participants as a result of certain
levels of independent play and exploration existing and whilst these levels are decreasing due to
innovation, they still present the industry with challenges. Despite moving towards soft commercial
adventure, some levels of shared responsibility still remain. Co-creation still plays a critical role in the
overall experience of the activity, a typical feature of adventure tourism (Mathisen, 2019).

Focussing on the mechanical side of the attraction is clearly not sufficient, when public agencies
should also be investigating areas such as staff and participant training in an effort to minimize the
likelihood of human error occurring. Bearing this in mind, identifying the activity appropriately is
seemingly critical for the effective regulation of it. By identifying the industry inappropriately would
suggest the public agencies do not aptly understand the activity and thereby run the risk of
implementing ineffective policies, which could hamper risk management procedures, lead to issues
over public safety and possibly opening the state(s) up to liability in case of incidences. As such, the
current identity crisis could render the industry unsustainable in the long-term. Considering the
inherent levels of risk identified within this paper, it is perhaps somewhat alarming that only
thirteen states currently regulate this activity.

Whilst this paper finds considerable similarities between AAPs and amusement rides, as high-
lighted in Figure 1, notably through the motivations of participation such as thrill seeking and their
mass appeal, it also contends that in light of the inherent risk clearly present, identifying it as an
amusement ride would simply ignore the risk potential of the activity. Certainly, the data portrayed an
industry which feels the activity is quite incomparable to amusement rides. Evidently, through its
identity crisis, the public state agencies fail to take into account the considerable differences, which, as
highlighted within this paper, may have serious consequences for all the stakeholders within the
industry going forward, particularly in regards to public safety and the overall sustainability of the
industry going forward. Thus, implementing the appropriate policies is vital. Indeed, this could add
a competitive advantage to the industry. Alternatively, this paper has argued, an incident at one park
does not simply affect the individual organization, but has negative consequences on the industry as
a whole, meaning it is in all stakeholder’s best interests to have an appropriate identification and
effective safety policies and procedures in place.



Through the literature and extensive data gathering, the authors argue that this activity should be
classed as a hybrid version of adventure tourism activities and amusement rides, a common
development of commercial adventure tourism activities, as a result of the decreasing role of the
participant and acknowledge the likelihood of it one day being considered an amusement ride. As
such, it should be classed as a stand-alone activity, much like the state of Colorado has done. With
only thirteen states currently regulating the industry and an increasing awareness of the industry in
light of recent serious incidents, it is likely more states will follow with their own policies. The
findings of this paper should therefore be applicable going forward as states seek to implement
policies on the aerial adventure industry.
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